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Counting by 7s 


© INTRODUCTION 


BRIEF BIOGRAPHY OF HOLLY GOLDBERG SLOAN 


Holly Goldberg Sloan was born in Ann Arbor, Michigan, to a 
father who was a professor in the field of personality 
psychology and a mother who worked as an architect. Sloan 
started out working in advertising in New York City but soon 
moved to Los Angeles and sold her first screenplay at age 24. 
She has written several screenplays since then, including Made 
in America, Angels in the Outfield, and The Crocodile Hunter: 
Collision Course. She has also written and directed The Big Green 
and The Secret Life of Girls. Sloan published her debut young 
adult novel l'Il Be There in 2011 and has since written several 
more young adult and middle grade novels, including the 
bestselling Counting by 7s in 2013. Sloan lives in California and 
recently published her first novel for adult audiences, Pieces of 
Blue, in 2023. 


HISTORICAL CONTEXT 


Counting by 7s takes place in roughly modern-day California, 
and it attempts to capture the multicultural nature of a region 
where no ethnic group makes up the majority. The central 
characters come from a wide range of backgrounds, such as 
Pattie (Vietnamese), Jairo (Mexican), and Dell (Greek).Willow’s 
own ethnicity, meanwhile, is never specified. In some ways, the 
novel’s diverse cast of characters reflects the optimism that 
then-President Barack Obama promised during his presidential 
campaigns—some believed that election of the first Black 
president in the United States might signify the beginning of 
greater harmony between people of different races and 
cultures across the country. Additionally, given Willow's strong 
interest in medical diagnoses, it’s noteworthy that she doesn’t 
diagnose herself or anyone else in the novel with a mental 
health condition such as autism, ADHD, OCD, depression. This 
could reflect the beliefs of the neurodiversity movement, a 
relatively recent subset of the disability rights movement that 
claims that many so-called mental “disorders” or “diseases” 
should not be stigmatized with negative language and can even 
be sources of pride. While the novel is not specifically about 
disability rights, it similarly avoids any mental health language 
that could be interpreted as stigmatizing. By the novel’s 
conclusion, Willow takes pride in her own atypical ways of 
thinking, and the school’s attempts to “cure” the behavior of 
her, Mai, and Quang-ha ultimately just isolates them from the 
other students. 


RELATED LITERARY WORKS 
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As anovel about social issues narrated by a precocious girl, 
Counting by 7s loosely follows the same format as Harper Lee’s 
To Kill A Mockingbird. Although frequently taught in schools and 
read by younger readers, Lee’s novel slightly predates the 
establishment of young adult (approximately ages 12 to 18) 
and middle grade (ages 8 to 12) as distinct categories in the 
publishing industry, with Counting by 7s falling into this latter 
group. Two more recent inspirations for the novel may have 
been Wonder by R. J. Palacio and Out of My Mind by Sharon M. 
Draper, both of with also deal with tween protagonists who 
face ostracism because of how they differ from their peers but 
who overcome their challenges to inspire people around them. 
Counting by 7s is also noteworthy for being a novel about 
adoption. Adoption has long been a major theme in books 
aimed at children, with some of the most popular examples 
being Anne of Green Gables by L.M. Montgomery, A Little 
Princess and The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett, 
and Heidi by Johanna Spyri. 


KEY FACTS 


e Full Title: Counting by 7s 

e When Written: Early 2010s 

e Where Written: Santa Monica, California 

e When Published: 2013 

e Literary Period: Contemporary 

e Genre: Middle Grade Novel 

e Setting: Bakersfield, California 

e Climax: Jairo and Pattie become Willow’s legal guardians. 
e Antagonist: Grief and bureaucracy 


e Point of View: First Person and Third-Person Omniscient 


EXTRA CREDIT 


Committed to Memory. Sloan’s interest in children’s books is 
partly due to her strong memories of her own childhood and 
time in school. She has written that she can still remember the 
appearance of every teacher and classroom she encountered in 
grade school. 


Picking Up a Split. In Counting by 7s, the character Dell 
accidentally splits his pants. Sloan has her own memory of a 
bowling trip with her family where her father accidentally split 
his pants down the middle while hurling a ball. 
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DA PLOT SUMMARY 


Willow Chance is a 12-year-old girl who is a genius but who 
sometimes struggles to fit in with the other children at her new 
middle school. She has a strong interest in the number 7, 
diagnosing medical conditions, and plants, and she tends to 
dislike her peers because she finds them loud and unhygienic. 
One day, after she gets a perfect score on a test, she gets 
accused of cheating and sent to see a counselor named Dell. 
Dell isn’t very motivated at his job, but he is surprised by how 
smart Willow is, and this motivates him to try to help her. 


Through going to meet Dell, Willow gets to know two of Dell’s 
other students: Mai and Quang-ha. Dell tries to impress all of 
them one day by bringing in a cat he recently adopted named 
Cheddar, but the cat soon runs away, and Dell gives up 
searching. Mai and Willow quickly become friends, with Willow 
starting to learn Vietnamese on her own and then Mai giving 
her lessons. 


One day, Mai convinces Dell to take them all to an ice cream 
shop. But when Dell takes Willow back to her house afterward, 
there are police outside. The police inform them that Willow's 
mom and dad have died in a car crash. 


Willow is shocked and overwhelmed at the death of her 
parents. Mai manages to convince her mother, Pattie, to 
pretend to be an old friend of Willow's family so that they can 
take temporary legal custody of Willow. Pattie agrees, and 
Willow spends the night with Mai, Pattie, and Quang-ha in the 
small garage converted into a nail salon where they live. 


Pattie lists Dell’s address on the legal paperwork for Willow’s 
custody, and soon, the social worker Lenore calls about a visit. 
In just a few hours, Pattie and her family manage to move with 
Willow into Dell’s apartment, cleaning up his massive mess, 
buying new furniture, and getting Dell set up down the hall of 
his apartment complex with a new roommate named Sadhu. 
They pass Lenore’s inspection, but the court date to decide 
Willow's permanent custody still looms ahead. 


While Willow stays with Pattie, she is out of school and often 
goes to the library. Sometimes she travels by calling a taxi, and 
she gets to know a driver named Jairo. After Willow helps Jairo 
identify a potentially cancerous mole and leads him into 
circumstances where he wins a $20,000 prize, he begins to see 
Willow as an angel. He vows to use his new money on a college 
education in order to get out of the taxi job that he has felt 
stuck in for a long time. 


One day, while Mai is out walking, she watches an acorn get run 
over by acar and remain intact. She retrieves the acorn and 
hides it for Willow to find, and Willow comes to believe it’s her 
lucky acorn. Soon after, Willow gets the idea to grow 
sunflowers in a common area outside Dell’s apartment. This 
task ends up being surprisingly complicated, requiring a 
proposal to the bank that owns the property and drawing Dell, 
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Pattie, Mai, Quang-ha, and Jairo into the project. The group 
works long hours on the sunflowers and faces difficulties, but 
ultimately the sunflowers bloom. Willow keeps adding more 
plants until the apartment complex has a full-fledged garden. 


Taking care of Willow motivates Dell to turn his life around. He 
starts by finding his old cat Cheddar, taking him to the vet, then 
promising that Willow herself can have the cat whenever she 
finds anew permanent home for herself. 


Finally, the day of Willow’s court date comes, and she fears that 
she will be taken away from her new friends and put into a 
foster care facility. But she can sense that something unusual is 
happening right before she’s supposed to meet with the judge. 
As it turns out, Pattie and Jairo have decided to legally adopt 
Willow. Willow is relieved, and everyone celebrates this happy 
outcome. 


On the ride back from court, Pattie reveals that she has 
secretly been saving up a lot of money and plans to buy Dell’s 
apartment complex from the bank. Willow notes that it’s the 
seventh day of the month and that her lucky number has saved 
her. After getting back to the apartment complex, which will be 
her new permanent home, Willow plants her lucky acorn in the 
soil of the garden that she helped oversee. 


2 CHARACTERS 


Willow Chance - Willow is a 12-year-old girl who was adopted 
by her mom and dad and who befriends Mai and her counselor 
Dell. Willow doesn’t know much about her background other 
than that she is a “person of color.’ She is a genius who can 
complete schoolwork in record time, but her unusual ways of 
thinking often leave her feeling isolated from her peers. Three 
of Willow's biggest interests are the number seven, medical 
diagnoses, and gardening. Although Willow initially struggles to 
fit in at her new middle school, everything changes after her 
parents die suddenly in a car crash, and her new challenge 
becomes dealing with her grief and navigating her way through 
the complex bureaucracy of both the school system and the 
Child Services system. Despite all the difficulties she faces, 
Willow is resilient, like the lucky acorn she carries around. And 
her triumph at the end of the story—building a garden with her 
new friends and family—shows how she emerges from tragedy 
intent on making the world around her a better place. 


Dell Duke - Dell is the school counselor who gets assigned to 
Willow, Mai, and Quang-ha. He is in his mid-thirties and didn’t 
initially set out to become a counselor. When Willow meets 
him, Dell is in a rut: He’s in a routine at his job where he forces 
his students into broad categories of classification, and he lives 
like a hoarder in his apartment. Still, Dell becomes the first 
person at school to recognize Willow’s potential, and before 
long, he offers up his own apartment for Pattie to live in to help 
her keep Willow out of a foster care facility. Being around 
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Willow motivates Dell to become more ambitious in life, and he 
starts by finding his lost cat Cheddar, whom he previously 
neglected. By the end of the story, Dell has become more 
selfless and found new purpose in life, taking on a leadership 
role at his apartment complex. Dell demonstrates how 
sometimes all people need to turn their lives around is the right 
encouragement—he both provides encouragement to Willow 
and receives it from her in return. 


Dung/Pattie - Dung, who changed her name to Pattie after 
immigrating from Vietnam to the United States, is the biological 
mother of Mai and Quang-ha, and she soon also becomes a 
mother figure to Willow, eventually becoming her legal 
adoptive mother (with Jairo becoming Willow’s co-guardian). 
Pattie is strong-willed and not afraid to give orders to people 
like Dell, but she also knows how to be quiet and never says 
more than she needs to. Although her family initially lives 
modestly in a garage converted into a nail salon, Pattie saves a 
considerable amount of money throughout the story, 
demonstrating how unlike Dell, Pattie plans for the future. 
Pattie’s devotion to Willow demonstrates how family is about 
helping people and not just about blood ties. 


Jairo - Jairo is a taxi driver who randomly encounters Willow 
as one of his customers, which ends up changing the whole 
trajectory of his life. Initially, Willow saves him by pointing out a 
potentially cancerous mole on the back of his neck. Later, with 
Willow's encouragement, Jairo makes a plan to go back to 
college and ends up winning $20,000 as a store’s millionth 
customer. Jairo comes to see Willow as some sort of angel and 
ultimately ends up coming together with Pattie to act as one of 
Willow's legal guardians. Jairo’s life, which is full of extremely 
unusual good luck, is only possible because he met Willow (who 
experienced extraordinary bad luck with the death of her mom 
and dad), and this suggests that even tragedy can have a silver 
lining. 


Mai - Mai is Willow's friend, Pattie’s daughter, and Quang-ha’s 
brother. She is a couple years older than Willow and goes to 
high school instead of middle school. Mai’s main trait is her 
strong self-confidence. Because she believes in herself so 
much, people often listen to what she has to say—even adults, 
like Dell and Pattie. Mai invites Willow into her family after only 
nowing her for a short while, demonstrating how tragedies 
can also bring out the selfless side of people. 


Quang-ha - Quang-ha is Mai’s brother and Pattie’s son. He 
seems to dislike Willow at first, particularly after she comes to 
live with his family, but he soon reveals that he is not as 
disagreeable as he first seems. Similarly, Quang-ha seems at 
first to be a bad student with no interest in school, but it only 
takes a little bit of encouragement and tutoring from Willow in 
order for him to turn his grades around. Quang-ha shows a 
particular talent for drawing. His evolution over the course of 
the story shows how positive reinforcement can help people to 
grow. 
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Mom - Willow’s mom, Roberta Chance, struggled to get 
pregnant for many years before finally beginning the long 
process of adopting Willow. She both encouraged Willow's 
interests while also trying to help her fit in with the other 
children at her new school, all until her sudden death in a car 
accident. 


Dad - Willow’s dad, James Chance, came from a working-class 
background and tried for many years with Willow’s mom to 
have a child. Later, they turned to adoption. Like Willow’s mom, 
Willow’s dad encouraged her interests while also trying to help 
her adapt to an unfamiliar new school. The death of both her 
parents in a car crash sends Willow into a period of grief. 


Lenore - Lenore is a social worker who is assigned Willow’s 
case. She does things by the book and follows regulations even 
when it’s clear that they're not in Willow's best interest. 
Although Lenore at times represents the cruelty of 
bureaucracy, Willow sympathizes with her, recognizing that 
Lenore is overworked. Ultimately, Lenore helps facilitate 
Willow's new life with Pattie and Jairo as guardians. 


Sadhu - Sadhu becomes Dell’s roommate after Dell has to 
move out of his old apartment to make space for Willow, Pattie, 
Quang-ha, and Mai. He differs from Dell in many ways, being a 
vegetarian who likes spicy food and has no television, and this 
forces Dell out of his comfort zone. 


cy THEMES 


In LitCharts literature guides, each theme gets its own color- 
coded icon. These icons make it easy to track where the themes 
occur most prominently throughout the work. If you don't have 
acolor printer, you can still use the icons to track themes in 
black and white. 


INDEPENDENT THINKING 


Holly Goldberg Sloan’s Counting by 7s is the story 

of Willow, a 12-year-old girl who doesn't think like 

anyone else around her. She has unusual interests, 
like a passion for medical diagnoses and an obsession with the 
number 7. She is confident in her opinions and has no problem 
declaring that the way other people think is wrong. For 
example, she notices that other people in school dress in 
different ways to signify their social groups, but she believes it 
would be more efficient if everyone just came to school in 
identical lab coats. Willow's inability to conform initially causes 
her to feel out of place at school. Things come to a head when 
the principal accuses Willow of cheating on a test, refusing to 
accept that Willow might be smart enough to figure out the 
right answers on her own. This highlights how Willow’s 
different way of thinking causes her to be ostracized. 


But while the beginning of the book shows how independent 
thinking can be isolating, the latter portion of the book shows 
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how Willow’s unusual perspective helps her connect with other 
people around her and even make their lives better. Perhaps 
Willow's most ambitious project is to construct a garden at 
Dell’s apartment complex. Dell never even considers the 
possibility that he could improve his property, but soon Willow 
enlists him, Mai, Quang-ha, and Pattie to clear away the rocks, 
clean the whole building, and plant sunflowers. This difficult but 
impressive project, along with Willow’s other efforts, helps 
characters like Dell and Quang-ha find the passion and 
motivation to work hard to improve their lives, with Dell 
getting into fitness and Quang-ha improving his grades. 
Counting by 7s illustrates how, while thinking and acting 
independently can sometimes be alienating, it nevertheless has 
the power improves people’s lives by inspiring people to set and 
achieve more ambitious goals. 


BUREAUCRACY 


Willow, the 12-year-old protagonist of Counting by 
7s, is brilliant, but instead of treating her 
intelligence as a good thing, her school stigmatizes 
her as a problem student. Things get even worse for Willow 
after the death of her mom and dad, when she realizes that 
while Child Services is supposedly looking out for her well- 
being, in reality, it’s a sweeping bureaucracy where the ultimate 
outcome is to lock Willow up in a high-security facility. No 
matter where Willow goes, she can’t seem to escape 
paperwork, meetings, and regulations. 


ee 


uch of Willow’s path to recovery from her parents’ deaths 
involves her finding ways to evade or manipulate bureaucracy. 
Willow initially tries to escape these systems and processes 
through brute force, such as by running away from caseworker 
Lenore. But Willow soon learns that sometimes, the best way 
to overcome bureaucracy is to play along with the system. For 
instance, Dell and Pattie collaborate to keep Willow out of a 
foster facility, putting together an elaborate scheme that 
involves Pattie pretending to live at Dell’s apartment. What 
they do is technically illegal, but it honors what Willow 
wants—and the novel suggests that in the long run, it’s better 
for her. Willow herself comes away from this experience 
learning a bit more about bureaucracy, and this is how she 
manages to write a proposal that convinces Dell’s bank to allow 
him to build a garden at his apartment building. Dell has his 
own reckoning with bureaucracy as he learns that, in his job as 
counselor, the school tacitly encourages him to put students 
into broad categories rather than getting to know them 
individually, asystem that he discovers actually prevents him 
from helping students. Counting by 7s portrays bureaucracy as 
an ever-present, stifling force, but it also suggests that often 
the best way to combat these negative effects is to find a way 
to work within the bureaucratic system. 
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GRIEF AND SURVIVAL 


888 Sloan's Counting by 7s is about 12-year-old Willow’s 
journey to recover after her mom and dad are killed 
in a car crash. In particular, the novel explores how 

grief can have anumbing effect, causing people to withdraw 
into themselves and struggle to live a normal life. In spite of 
Willow's love of knowledge and books, she finds that there are 
no resources in any library that can adequately prepare her for 
what to do after her parents’ death. The novel suggests that 
even though grief is a common experience, it still leaves people 
like Willow feeling confused and alone. 


Ultimately, Willow begins to recover from her grief simply by 
surviving day to day. As Mai notes at one point, Willow is like an 
acorn that gets run over by a car but somehow still manages to 
stay intact. No matter how much adversity Willow 
faces—including her quest to find a new legal guardian and 
navigating the difficulties of the foster care system—she never 
gives up and admits defeat. The novel ends with Willow 
planting the acorn in a garden by her new home, suggesting 
that the acorn has survived adversity to grow and flourish, just 
as Willow has. Willow learns that the people around her are 
also dealing with their own forms of loss, like how Mai and 
Quang-ha are missing a father figure and how Pattie had to 
leave behind her old life in Vietnam. Over the course of the 
novel, Willow learns that while grief can be heartbreaking and 
isolating, it is an experience many people share, and just 
surviving adversity day-to-day can help to heal the wounds of 
grief. 


CHOSEN FAMILY 


Counting by 7s is very interested in exploring what 

makes a family. Willow's adoptive mom and dad die 

in a car crash early in the novel, but their love for 
Willow (and its absence after their death) hangs over the 
remainder of the novel. Willow's new family becomes the 
Neguyens—Pattie, Mai, and Quang-ha—who were total 
strangers to Willow until Mai’s short but intense friendship 
with Willow motivated them to help Willow during her time of 
need. Rounding out Willow’s unconventional found family are 
her school counselor, Dell, and her hired taxi driver, Jairo, who 
each find their lives changing in profound and unexpected ways 
after meeting Willow. 


In addition to being unconventional, Willow’s new family is also 
full of people who are flawed. Dell in particular seems unready 
for a family, with a messy house and such a strong lack of 
responsibility that he can’t even take care of his cat, Cheddar. 
Jairo, meanwhile, feels that he has failed to live up to his own 
potential, getting stuck in a taxi-driving job that he never 
intended to do forever. But in spite of these characters’ real and 
perceived shortcomings, they end up being invaluable to 
Willow, with Dell providing her with the home she needs and 
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with Jairo eventually stepping up to be Willow's new guardian. 
These interactions also aren't one-sided; Willow helps Dell 
become more motivated and fit while also helping Jairo take 
care of his health and return to school for the education he 
dreams of. Ultimately, Counting by 7s portrays that the most 
important aspect of a family is that everyone comes 
together—no matter their background, their blood or legal 
relationship, or their flaws—in order to help other family 
members succeed and to receive support in return. 


£3 SYMBOLS 


Symbols appear in teal text throughout the Summary and 


Analysis sections of this LitChart. 
Gs Cheddar, the cat that Dell adopts and then loses, 
symbolizes how taking responsibility and caring for 
others can help a person find purpose in life. At the beginning of 
the story, Dell is unmotivated and spends much of his time 
alone. His decision to adopt Cheddar is a rare moment of 
spontaneity, but Dell soon finds that he isn’t ready for the 
responsibility of caring for a cat. When Cheddar runs away, Dell 
finds the cat but chooses to ignore it and avoid the 
responsibility of taking it back. 


CHEDDAR 


As Dell spends more time counseling Willow, however, he 
begins to realize that when he actually does find the motivation 
to take action, he has the chance to make other people’s lives 
better. The first step in his journey of self-improvement is 
letting Pattie, Mai, Quang-ha, and Willow stay in his apartment, 
which forces Dell out of his comfortable routine. These new 
friends help Dell organize his life, and he goes on to become the 
representative of his whole apartment building, taking 
responsibility for the communal area. Motivated to turn his life 
around, Dell goes back to find Cheddar and makes sure that the 
cat gets anecessary vet visit and has a good home with Willow. 
Dell’s changing relationship with Cheddar shows his growth as 
a character, demonstrating how caring for others, while hard 
work, can also have benefits for both the giver and the receiver 
of care. 


ACORN 


Mai watches an acorn survive getting run over by a 
car, and she gives it to Willow, since she feels that 
the sturdy acorn represents Willow’s own resilience after the 
death of her mom and dad. Mai hides the acorn so that Willow 
thinks she discovered it by accident. After Willow finds it, she 
comes to believe that the acorn is lucky and that perhaps after 
the tragic (and very unlucky) death of her parents, her luck is 
about to turn around. The fact that this acorn survived being 
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run over by acar is particularly significant, as Willow is 
struggling with her grief over her parents’ recent death in a car 
crash. 


At the very end of the story, Willow plants her lucky acornina 
garden that she has built with her new family of Dell, Pattie, 
Mai, Quang-ha, and Jairo. The garden represents a culmination 
of all Willow’s skills and interests, showing how her passion for 
plants has managed to bring a whole community together. By 
letting go of her lucky acorn and contributing it to the 
communal garden, Willow signals that she has begun to move 
beyond her grief and no longer needs the acorn’s luck to help 
her. The acorn’s potential to sprout into a large tree reflects 
how after surviving a period of grief, Willow now has her own 
chance to grow into something great. 


ee QUOTES 


Note: all page numbers for the quotes below refer to the Rocky 
Pond Books edition of Counting by 7s published in 2014. 


Chapter 1 Quotes 


@@ We sit together outside the Fosters Freeze at a sea-green, 
metal picnic table. 


All four of us. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker), Dell Duke, 
Mai, Quang-ha, Mom, Dad 


Related Themes: Q 


Page Number: 1 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote is the first line of the novel. It’s narrated by 
Willow Chance, the book’s 12-year-old protagonist. The 
“four of us” Willow references are Willow herself, Willow's 
friend Mai and her brother Quang-ha, and their school 
counselor Dell Duke, who together seem to make up 
something like an unconventional family. 


Initially, the significance of these opening lines isn’t 
clear—this quote seems to describe a mundane trip to an ice 
cream shop. But by the end of this first chapter, a big twist 
changes everything: today is the day that Willow’s parents 
die in a car crash. With this information, it becomes clear 
why Willow has such a clear memory of this day, including 
specific details like how the picnic table was “sea-green.’ 
This short first chapter demonstrates how quickly a 
person’s life can be transformed by tragedy and bad luck. 
Still, while this first chapter sets a dark tone for the book, it 
also hints at how Willow has an unconventional group of 
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people in her life who care about her (which includes Dell, 
Mai, and Quang-ha). 


Chapter 2 Quotes 

@@ lm about to start anew school. 
lm an only child. 

lm adopted. 

And I'm different. 


As in strange. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker) 


Related Themes: © 


Page Number: 9 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote, which flashes back to several months before the 
events of the first chapter, introduces more about Willow’s 
character. While the first chapter jumps right into Willow’s 
story, revealing unusual details about her life (like the fact 
that she can speak Vietnamese) without much explanation, 
now the subsequent chapters help to paint a fuller picture 
of Willow’s life and personality. 


Willow’s main problem, aside from the grief she later feels 
over the death of her parents, is that she often struggles to 
fit in with her peers because she’s so different from them. 
While this novel explores how the things that make Willow 
different can have a positive impact on the world, it also 
shows how even being different in a positive way can get a 
person labeled as “strange” Willow can be very direct—she 
doesn't always follow the same social customs as her peers 
in school, particularly when she thinks those customs don't 
have a logical basis. Willow’s bluntness and quick thinking 
come through in the writing style of the chapters she 
narrates, which are full of very short paragraphs. At the 
beginning of the novel, people’s comments that Willow is 
“strange” seem to have a negative impact on her self- 
esteem, but over the course of the novel, she learns to 
embrace the things that make her “strange” 


Chapter 3 Quotes 
@@ DOES YOUR OUTFIT SAY WHAT YOU WANT IT TO? 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Mom, Dad 


Related Themes: © 
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Page Number: 29 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote is from the cover of a copy of Teen Vogue, which 
Willow finds on her bed. Willow strongly suspects that one 
of her parents left the magazine there on purpose for her to 
see that quote about outfits, but she ultimately decides not 
to change the unconventional outfit she has already planned 
for the first day of school. But while Willow thinks she is 
already prepared enough for school without following the 
magazine's advice, she soon finds herself overwhelmed by 
all the sights and sounds of her new school and has to come 
home early. 


This passage shows the difficult balance that Willow's 
adopted parents have when trying to raise Willow. They 
want to encourage Willow's interest, but they also want her 
to be able to fit in at her school. Rather than telling Willow 
not to wear her clothes, they instead present advice in the 
form of a magazine (perhaps knowing that Willow likes 
reading and gets a lot of her knowledge from it). Ultimately, 
the problem that Willow’s parents face has no easy solution: 
Willow may not like how school social life puts an emphasis 
on superficial details like outfits, but if she wants a 
traditional education, there’s no easy way to avoid the social 
customs that go along with it. 


Chapter 5 Quotes 


@@ it only took him three months on the job to get the Dell 
Duke Counseling System in shape. 


He placed all of the kids he saw into four groups of THE 


STRANGE. 


First, there were the MISFITS. 


Then the ODDBALLS. 
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Next were the LONE WOLVES. 
And finally, the WEIRDOS. 


Of course, Dell wasn’t supposed to give the kids any kind of 
classifications, but what good is an organizing system without 
methods of separation? 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Dell Duke, Mai, 
Quang-ha 


Related Themes: 


Page Number: 43 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote is from the chapter that introduces the 
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backstory of Dell Duke, a school counselor who comes to 
play an important role in Willow's life (as well as the lives of 
Mai and Quang-ha). Dell has taken a long time to reach his 
current career as a counselor, and he hasn't always been 
happy with how his life worked out. His system of sorting 
students into broad categories is, in theory, a way to prove 
that he takes his current job seriously, but in practice, the 
categories Dell comes up with are too simple and perhaps 
suggest laziness more than organizational skill. 


As the novel goes on, it soon becomes clear that Dell’s 
system of sorting students into unflattering categories is 
based partly on his own low self-esteem and how he sees 
himself as a “lone wolf” or a “weirdo.” Additionally, while Dell 
comes up with these categories by himself, it soon becomes 
clear that the school where he works may be tacitly 
encouraging him to lump students into broad categories 
rather than trying to understand them individually. Over the 
course of the story, Dell learns to think beyond the school 
bureaucracy and his own shortcomings to start seeing some 
of his students as complete individuals. 


Chapter 9 Quotes 


@@ Quang-ha was a troublemaker. 
Mai was not. 


She was determined and deliberate in everything she did, and 
that quality attracted people to her. 


Mai had true confidence. Or as she liked to see herself, she was 
born strong-willed, while a lot of the world was wishy-washy. 


Adults didn’t intimidate her, and neither did strangers of any 
age. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Dell Duke, Mai, 
Quang-ha 


Related Themes: ® 


Page Number: 69 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote introduces the characters of Quang-ha and Mai, 
who, like Willow, are also students who see the school 
counselor Dell Duke. These characters are both a little older 
than Willow, and in many ways, Mai becomes an aspirational 
figure for what Willow herself would like to be like when she 
makes it to high school. 


Mai’s strong self-confidence demonstrates that, like Willow, 
Mai isn’t afraid to think independently and challenge others. 
Crucially, Mai isn't arrogant, just “determined and 


deliberate.’ Her confidence in her own actions allows her to 
accomplish things. In many ways, she is the opposite of Dell 
Duke, who despite sometimes having good intentions, 
rarely has the confidence or the determination to see them 
through. Spending time around Mai helps both Willow and 
Dell to become more confident and more able to accomplish 
their goals. Ultimately, Mai’s character helps emphasize that 
a good idea is a good idea, and it doesn’t matter whether it 
comes from a powerful authority figure or a teenaged girl. 


Chapter 11 Quotes 


@@ The route took him directly by the school district offices 
and that was when he saw Cheddar sitting in the still-hot sun 
on top of aonce green Dumpster at the south side of the 
parking lot. 


Dell didn’t even brake to get a better look. 
There were rats on the property. That was just a fact. 


As far as Dell was concerned, Cheddar could pull his own 
weight back there. And maybe shed a pound or two in the 
process. 


Related Characters: Dell Duke 
Related Themes: 
Related Symbols: © 


Page Number: 82 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote includes Dell’s reaction as he’s driving home 
from work and happens to see his cat, Cheddar, which he 
lost earlier in the day. Even though Dell was just looking for 
Cheddar earlier in the day, he is not willing to make even the 
minimal effort of stopping his car in order to go pick 
Cheddar up. As this passage makes literal, Dell is stuck ona 
very specific life path, and he rarely ever takes action to 
change it. 


Just as Dell’s categories for his students (as “misfits” or 
“lone wolves”) seem to reflect Dell’s own low self-esteem, 
his low opinion of Cheddar also seems to connect back to 
his low opinion of himself. As later chapters make clear, Dell 
is insecure about how much he weighs and eventually starts 
an exercise program to start losing weight. Dell insults 
Chester as lazy when in fact Dell is afraid that he himself 
stuck ina rut. This passage shows how Dell begins the novel 
feeling too selfish to expend even a little effort to help 
others, but as the novel goes on and Dell stops trying to do 
everything alone, he becomes less apathetic and more 
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involved with the people around him. 


Chapter 13 Quotes 


@@ When he started driving a cab, it was only supposed to be 


a temporary job. 


And now years had passed. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Dell Duke, Jairo 


Related Themes: (5) A) 


Page Number: 94 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote introduces Jairo, a character who initially seems 
to have only a minor role in the story (as Willow’s cab 
driver) but who goes on to have his life changed by Willow 
and to change her life in return. As this quote establishes, 
Jairo is like Dell: he has become stuck in his ways and is still 
looking for a sense of purpose. Jairo has been stuck for 
many years in a “temporary” job, and like so many of the 
other characters in the novel, he longs for permanence. 


Jairo'’s Mexican heritage once again demonstrates what an 
ethnically diverse place central California is. Jairo’s 
dream—to get a better education and improve his economic 
status—is a version of the American immigrant dream that 
has appeared in countless stories before, but so far, Jairo 
has struggled to turn this dream into reality. This scene with 
Jairo demonstrates that Willow pays close attention to 
details other people often ignore, like the identity of the 
person driving her taxi, and this makes both her own life and 
the world around her richer. 


Chapter 15 Quotes 


@@ Ordinarily he would have looked to see if anyone was 
entering the intersection. 


But not today. 


Not now. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Mom, Dad 


Related Themes: G) A) 


Page Number: 103 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote describes the moments leading up to the death 
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of Willow's parents, when her father is distracted while 
driving because he’s just learned of Willow’s mother’s 
cancer diagnosis. As all of Chapter 15 illustrates, the death 
of Willow's parents was not a foregone conclusion or the 
result of along history of bad decisions—it was truly an 
incident of bad luck that would have been difficult to 
predict. 


Appropriately, given that Willow’s last name is “Chance,” the 
novel explores the role that chance can play in human lives. 
n this chapter, a chance accident between two vehicles 
ends up having tragic consequences. But as the rest of the 
novel explores, this crash also ends up having some 
unexpected positive outcomes, allowing Willow to meet 
new friends with whom she will eventually form a new 
family. The tragic deaths of Willow’s parents shows how life 
can be unfair, but the remainder of the novel challenges this 
idea by showing how even people who have lost their family 
can find family again in unexpected ways. 


Chapter 19 Quotes 
@@ Pattie saw grief. 


Her eyes focused on a version of her own young self, and so 
many other children in Vietnam who grew up without parents, 
some abandoned because of their ethnicity, others because of 
tragedy. 


And her arms reached out wide. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Dung/Pattie 


Related Themes: @ A) 


Page Number: 120 


Explanation and Analysis 


n this quote, Pattie, who was originally named Dung but 
who changed her name after immigrating from Vietnam to 
the United States, decides that she will shoulder some of 
the responsibility of helping Willow during her time of need 
after the death of her parents. Although Willow remains the 
main character, as the novel goes on, it often shifts focus to 
explore the perspective of other characters, including 
Pattie. 


Although Pattie is a different generation than Willow and 
comes from a different background, the two of them share 
several things in common. Pattie’s own experience in 
Vietnam, where she and many others she knew grew up 
without parents, recalls Willow’s current state as an orphan. 
Pattie sees, however, that she has the ability to change 
things for Willow and provide the type of guidance that 


Page 8 


All LitCharts 


Pattie herself may not have had back in Vietnam. And so 
once again, although grief can be painful and difficult to deal 
with, it also has positive consequences, as here it motivates 
Pattie to reach out her arms to accept Willow. 


Chapter 22 Quotes 


@@ The woman looks stunned by the clarity of the 
communication. 


Or maybe the intense expression on her face is normal. 


Either way, it is a relief that she doesn’t smile. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Lenore 


Related Themes: 
Page Number: 137 


Explanation and Analysis 


This chapter introduces Lenore, the woman whom the 
government has assigned to be Willow’s caseworker. 
Lenore is a complicated character who claims to be trying to 
help Willow adjust to her new situation without parents but 
who seems to lack both the time and the willingness to get 
to know Willow as an individual. 


As this passage demonstrates, one of the defining features 
of Lenore is that she always looks like she’s in pain. An 
earlier passage notes that she has back pain because she 
works such long hours in an office. And so, although Willow 
starts to dread Lenore’s visits, the novel also hints at the 
idea that Lenore herself is a victim of the same bureaucracy 
that she helps enforce. The central flaw in Lenore’s 
haracter is that she devotes herself to always following the 
ules rather than taking a moment to think independently 
nd consider what might really be best for the children that 
he interacts with. 


ERr ee) a 


Chapter 28 Quotes 


@@ Decisions are made. 


| will officially be turned over to my old family friends: the 
Neuyens. 


Temporarily. Just for now. 


Is there anything anymore but Now? There was Then. But that 
world was blown up in an intersection. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker), Dell Duke, 
Dung/Pattie, Mai, Quang-ha 
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Related Themes: @ A) 


Page Number: 166 


Explanation and Analysis 


n this quote, Willow has run away from the foster care 
acility she was at (after being taken to the hospital), and so 
finally, Pattie signs a document to take temporary custody. 
This means Willow doesn't have to go back to the facility 
and can instead stay with Pattie’s family until the court date 
that decides Willow's future home. As is the case with many 
characters in the story, Willow finds herself stuck in a 
“temporary” position with no idea how to transition into 
something more permanent that will satisfy her. 


f 


This passage explores how Willow’s grief leaves her unable 
to focus on anything except the present. The past, which she 
longs to return to, is no longer an option anymore now that 
it has been “blown up in an intersection.’ But it’s also 
impossible for Willow to think about the future and figure 
out a family situation that is anything more than temporary. 
Still, this passage provides some potential hope for the 
future, as Pattie and Dell each get more involved in trying to 
help Willow (Pattie by signing the paperwork, and Dell by 
offering his address). Each challenge that Willow faces also 
brings her closer to uniting a new family. 


Chapter 29 Quotes 
@@ | watch in horror. 


| know for a fact that the latex lumps will end up tangled in 
electrical wires. 


They will find their way into rivers and streams, and even travel 
for miles out into oceans, where they will choke fish and 
endanger marine mammals. 


But | cannot find my voice to do anything about these future 
calamities, because it is someone's idea of inspirational to 
release the bobbing weapons. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker), Mom, Dad 


Related Themes: G) A) 


Page Number: 171 


Explanation and Analysis 


In this quote, Willow reacts to the balloons at her parents’ 
memorial service. While releasing balloons is often a 
symbolic part of such services, Willow can only think on the 
literal level of how once those balloons pop, they will 


Page 9 


All LitCharts Get hundreds more LitCharts at www.litcharts.com 


contribute to pollution as “latex lumps” that can kill animals. 
Willow’s thoughts, while unusual, show independent 
thinking as she questions why memorializing her parents 
must also involve potentially damaging the environment 
(which, as an enthusiastic gardener, Willow is very 
concerned about). 


On the other hand, Willow’s wandering thoughts during the 
memorial also seem to suggest her inability to confront the 
reality of her parents’ deaths. It will still be along time 
before she learns to control her grief over her parents, and 
her focus on the balloons allows her to worry about the 
present—something temporary—rather than her long-term 
concern of how she'll go on in life after the death of her 
parents. 


Chapter 31 Quotes 


@@ They don't know that what | hear is hurtful. Because even 


as they complain about bad men or lazy kids, the pain for me is 
seeing how they are so connected. 


To one another. 
And to their families. 
And to the world. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker), Dung/ 
Pattie, Mom, Dad 


Related Themes: @ A) 


Page Number: 183 


Explanation and Analysis 


In this quote, Willow reflects on her experience spending 
her days in the nail salon that Pattie owns and works at. The 
customers who visit the salon are primarily Vietnamese 
women who talk to one another about their families. 
Although these women mostly complain about their various 
family members, Willow still envies them because of the 
family connections that they have. 


Willow is still dealing with her grief after the death of her 
mom and dad. As this this quote illustrates, for Willow, 
being without a family is like being disconnected from the 
world itself. Although Willow always loved her parents, she 
didn’t realize how much she depended on them to provide a 
sense of purpose in life—and she feels that perhaps these 
Vietnamese women are taking for granted how much their 
own imperfect families are helping to give them purpose. 
Still, there is also a hopeful element to this passage: 
Willow's Vietnamese lessons have paid off, allowing her to 


understand a group of people (the Vietnamese women in 
the salon) who would have been mysterious to her before. 
This provides a clue to how Willow’s intelligence and 
curiosity will provide the key to her feeling a sense of 
connection with the world again. 


Chapter 34 Quotes 


@@ Standing over the skylight, | see that three glass pieces 
have caught the sun. They send small spots of color down into 
the room below. 


| glance over at Quang-ha. He sees it too. | say: 


“It’s like a stained-glass window.” 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker), Dell Duke, 
Quang-ha, Mom, Dad 


Related Themes: G) A) 


Page Number: 206 


Explanation and Analysis 


In this quote, Willow and Quang-ha try to remove a tarp 
from the over the skylight of Dell’s apartment, but because 
Quang-ha is also holding bottles to throw out, he 
accidentally drops them and causes a mess. Quang-ha’s 
initial reaction is anger and frustration, but Willow points 
out to him that in fact, the broken glass has created a 
beautiful lighting effect in the room below. The passage is a 
crucial moment in the bond between Willow and Quang-ha, 
since initially, Quang-ha resisted the idea of a new person 
living with his family. 


Quang-ha’s dropping of the glass illustrates how sometimes 
creativity arises by accident. Quang-ha has a budding 
interest in art, as shown by his obsession with the coloring 
book in Dell’s office, but here he learns that creating 
something beautiful doesn’t have to be as rigid of a process 
as filling in the lines. The broken glass also relates to 
Willow's situation. She has had her spirit broken by the 
recent deaths of her parents, but the broken glass 
symbolizes how something beautiful can come out of 
tragedy—like Willow's growing friendship with Quang-ha 
and the rest of his family. 
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Chapter 35 Quotes 


@@ Mai kicked the acorn and it flew across the sidewalk out 
onto the street. She watched as a passing car ran right over the 
still-green nut. 


Mai moved to the curb to get a better look. 


The acorn hadn't flattened. It rested on its side in the middle of 
the road, unharmed. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Mai 


Related Themes: © A) 
Related Symbols: ($) 


Page Number: 211 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote is the first appearance of an important symbol in 
the story: the acorn that goes on to become Willow’s lucky 
acorn. Initially, it’s just like any other acorn, and Mai kicks it 
carelessly, without any particular concern for what happens 
to it. But when Mai realizes that this acorn has somehow 
managed to survive both her kick and getting run over by a 
car, she realizes that this small, unimpressive-looking nut is 
actually extremely resilient. 


The acorn has clear parallels to Willow: for all her struggles 
after the deaths of her parents, she has nevertheless shown 
impressive resilience, especially for someone so young. The 
fact that a car in particular is what hit the acorn makes the 
connection to Willow even clearer (since it was a car that 
took the lives of her parents). The uncrushed acorn still has 
potential to grow into a strong tree, which is why Mai 
decides to secretly give the acorn to Willow. After all, 
Willow herself (who is named after a tree) also has the 
ability to grow up strong despite her tragic past. 


Chapter 37 Quotes 
@@ “Spicy food gives me indigestion” 


Related Characters: Dell Duke (speaker), Willow Chance, 
Dung/Pattie, Sadhu 


Related Themes: © 


Page Number: 222 


Explanation and Analysis 


In this quote, Dell reacts to learning that his new roommate, 
Sadhu, is a vegetarian who likes spicy food. Dell is himself a 


big meat eater who gets “indigestion” from spicy food, so 
living with Sadhu will be well outside Dell’s comfort zone. 
Although Dell seems reluctant about going to live with 
Sadhu, at the same time he demonstrates a certain amount 
of bravery and selflessness (qualities he didn’t show before) 
simply by leaving his home to Pattie and her family so that 
they can convince Social Services that they live in a place 
suitable for Willow. 


Dell’s indigestion from spicy food symbolizes how change 
can be painful. Throughout the novel, Dell constantly 
struggles with his body—particularly his poor physical 
fitness—and his indigestion seems to be another instance of 
his body doing the opposite of what his mind wants to do. 
Ultimately, this passage emphasizes how as much as Dell 
complains about changes in his life, he is the type of 
character who is willing to make significant sacrifices for 
other people, particularly when he has the right 
encouragement. 


Chapter 40 Quotes 


@@ He has two dozen packets of sunflower seeds spread out 
on the counter. 


| could grow a field of sunflowers. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker), Dell Duke, 
Sadhu 


Related Themes: A) 


Page Number: 240 


Explanation and Analysis 


n this quote, Dell enthusiastically answers Willow’s request 
or sunflower seeds by buying her an extravagant number of 
seeds. Although Dell has at times been reluctant to do what 
he needs to do to help Willow (such as in the earlier quote 
where he complained about Sadhu’s spicy food), this quote 
now shows his enthusiastic determination to help Willow. 


ie 


And so, just as Dell took selfishness and his lack of concern 
for others to an extreme in his old, possession-stuffed 
apartment, he now arguably goes overboard in the opposite 
direction by helping Willow with too many seeds for her to 
actually use. Still, Willow can sense the intention of his 
gesture and is greatly moved by it. Just as Willow has given 
Dell the potential to do better at his counseling job and 
actually make a difference in a child’s life, now Dell returns 
the favor by giving Willow the tools she needs to grow a 
garden—or at least to get the process started. 
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Chapter 41 Quotes ee, 
Quang-ha’s situation exposes one of the major flaws with 
@@ And that money would pay for all the college classes he the bureaucracy of the American schooling system: if a 
ever wanted to take. student gets stigmatized as a “problem, it could encourage 
them to match these low expectations and never reach their 
Related Characters: Willow Chance, Jairo potential. As Quang-ha demonstrates, however, 
personalized attention (like the kind that Willow gives 
Related Themes: © A) Quang-ha) can have the opposite effect, providing positive 
encouragement that improves learning. Quang-ha 
Page Number: 249 challenges the idea that “problem” students aren't 
: , motivated or intelligent, showing instead how some of them 
Explanation and Analysis : A : 
simply haven't been given the proper encouragement yet. 


In this quote, Jairo considers what to do next after suddenly 
winning a $20,000 sweepstakes, which happened because 
he was the millionth customer at the school store of a Chapter 46 Quotes 


college that he’s considering attending. Initially, Jairo was f : . 
F : @@ The man with the ear issue goes into a back area and 


afraid of spending the money to buy a textbook, believing i . 

that it was too expensive for him. In fact, Jairo’s greater fear PERE G With A BSI Mlle Wien Ee Nate STON hearings, 

was about his own self-esteem—he didn’t want to invest so For a second | find the connection interesting. He’s in charge of 
much money in education because he didn’t believe that he the hearings—and something happened to the outer covering of 
was worthy of it. Still, Jairo’s encounters with Willow have what he uses to hear. 

given him encouragement, leading to the fateful purchase But | don’t obsess on that. 


that wins him his money and eliminates all the financial fears 


Bebe patent an The man watches me with real intensity as | leaf through the 


documents. 


The theme of this chapter is that a person should follow 
their passion instead of worrying prematurely—because 
sometimes things have a way of working out. Jairo’s story 
echoes Willow’s own struggles, as she faces an uncertain 
future about who will be her permanent guardian but she 
doesn't let that discourage her from making big plans to 


The garden in the center of our apartment complex does not 
need the approval of elected officials to be transformed, but | 
want whatever | submit to the bank to appear very 

professional. 


grow sunflowers. Related Characters: Willow Chance, Dell Duke, Dung/ 
Pattie 
Chapter 43 Quotes Related Themes: 
@@ He's being moved out of his English class and put into Page Number: 287 


some kind of Honors/AP program. 
Explanation and Analysis 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker), Quang-ha In this passage, Willow tries unsuccessfully to meet with 


someone at the City Hall who can help her with drafting a 
Related Themes: proposal to send to the bank that owns Dell’s apartment 
complex. No one there takes her seriously because of her 
Page Number: 260 young age, and Willow begins to see how in the adult world, 
; . even the simple process of planting a garden by an 
Explanation and Analysis apartment can turn into a bureaucratic nightmare to 
In this quote, former problem student Quang-ha suddenly navigate. Still, Willow is fortunate enough to meet a man 
finds himself moved up to an Honors class, all because missing part of an ear who agrees to help Willow find the 
Willow has been doing his homework for him. At first, this right document. 
twist seems to be humorous, perhaps suggesting that Just as Pattie’s own experience losing her parents caused 
Quang-ha will now have to pay the price for cheating and be her to feel sympathetic to Willow, this man also seems to 
exposed as a fraud. But as more time passes in the novel, a recognize something in Willow that others don't. Even 
funny thing happens: Quang-ha starts becoming the Honor Willow, who tries not to care about superficial appearances, 


student that his teachers now expect him to be. 
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can't help wondering about the man’s ear, suggesting that 
he probably encounters many people who judge him based 
on his appearance. But just as a man missing part of an ear 
might not look like the typical person to oversee hearings, 
Willow doesn't look like the typical person to file official 
forms. The implication is this stranger and Willow are drawn 
to each other because they see some of their own struggles 
in the other. By taking charge of this garden project, Willow 
demonstrates her intention to try to use the bureaucracy to 
her advantage rather than just be passively moved around 
by the foster care system. 


Chapter 48 Quotes 


@@ Therefore, Mr. Duke, in addition to granting you 
permission to plant a garden in the central, uncovered atrium, 
we have made the decision to ask you to be the Building 
Representative for the Gardens of Glenwood. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Dell Duke, Quang-ha 


Related Themes: 
Page Number: 295 


Explanation and Analysis 


In this quote, the bank that owns Dell’s apartment 
congratulates him on the very professional proposal he 
wrote (which actually Willow wrote). As a reward for his 
diligence, the bank appoints him to be Building 
Representative. Even though Dell was initially hesitant to 
even go to the bank to hand over Willow's proposal, he soon 
lets the proposal’s success go to his head, erecting a big sign 
to claim the apartment's best parking spot for the new 
“Building Representative” 


Like Quang-ha, Dell benefits from people treating him as 
successful, even if he hasn’t quite done the work to reach 
that level of success. Although Dell celebrates the perks of 
his new position, he soon learns that these perks come with 
serious new responsibilities—not just to Willow, but to the 
whole apartment complex. The bank’s approval of the 
garden also demonstrates the benefits of Willow’s creative 
way of thinking: The idea of contacting his bank never even 
occurred to Dell, but Willow’s outsider perspective allows 
her to challenge many of the things that Dell takes for 
granted. 


Chapter 51 Quotes 


@@ He had not made a single attempt to rescue him. 


Dell stared into the eyes of the frightened feline, and 
something clicked. 


He had to take more responsibility for his actions. 
He'd start with the cat. 


Related Characters: Dell Duke 


Related Themes: @) A) 
Related Symbols: © 


Page Number: 313 


Explanation and Analysis 


In this passage, Dell finally rescues his cat Cheddar, who has 
been on the loose for the majority of the novel—all because 
when Dell had a chance to rescue Cheddar earlier, he 
decided to keep driving instead. This quote features a 
revelation for Dell, since previously he had forgotten that 
he ever even used to have a cat named Cheddar—just as 
Dell has conveniently forgotten about many of his other 
past failings. 


Seeing Cheddar in person forces Dell to confront his past 
failings in a way that he hasn't had to very often. With 
Cheddar, Dell can’t ignore the fact that he abandoned an 
important responsibility and broke a promise. But whereas 
previously Dell ran away from responsibility by ignoring 
Cheddar, Dell now takes this second chance to make up for 
the responsibilities he dodged in the past. Dell realizes in 
this moment that Cheddar isn’t the only responsibility he 
has fallen short on, but he makes a promise to fix his past 
actions, starting with his treatment of Cheddar—the most 
visible sign of his past failures. 


Chapter 58 Quotes 


@@ | 20 to Lenore’s account. 
When | look at her e-mail, | suddenly feel sorry for her. 


She appears to be massively overworked. There is e-mail from 
juvenile court, from schools, from the police department. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance, Lenore 


Related Themes: 
Page Number: 357 
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Explanation and Analysis 


In this quote, Willow’s feelings toward Lenore change 
slightly after Willow manages to hack into her email 
account. Most of the characters in the novel have come to 
view Lenore in a negative light, as someone who only care 
about doing her job and doesn't care about what actually 
happens to Willow. While the emails that Willow finds don't 
exactly show the softer side of Lenore, they do make her 
more sympathetic by showing how in some ways her 
situation isn't so different from Willow—she is also being 
ordered around by a bureaucracy that is much bigger than 
herself. 


Lenore’s emails also hint at the connections among schools, 
juvenile court, and police departments, which can stigmatize 
children at a young age and cut off their opportunities. In 
spite of her clear talent in school, Willow seems to be in 
danger of getting classified as a juvenile delinquent, all 
because of her bad luck and unusual family situation. The 
fact that someone as brilliant as Willow could be stifled by 
the bureaucracy that Lenore works for suggests that 
perhaps there are plenty of other children out there like 
Willow who also have enormous potential but aren't given 
an outlet for it. 


Chapter 60 Quotes 


@@ But the important thing is that for today, they are granted, 
jointly, the guardianship, which is on track to not be temporary, 


of a person named Willow Chance. 


That’s now legal. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker), Dung/ 
Pattie, Jairo 


Related Themes: (=) © Ð 


Page Number: 373 


Explanation and Analysis 


n this quote, Willow learns the shocking information that 
Pattie and Jairo have decided to work together to become 
Willow’s new legal guardians. The moment is triumphant 
because it suggests that all three of these characters have 
found a way to move beyond the “temporary” positions they 
were all stuck in and finally start to build something more 
permanent: a new family. 


nterestingly, Willow has been able to turn one of her 
biggest obstacles in the novel—the legal system—into a new 


ally. She, Pattie, Jairo have learned that as powerful as the 
government bureaucracy is, there are also ways to navigate 
it. Willow's triumph of getting a garden approved by the 
bank was an earlier success that paved the way for her 
current success of finding a new family. Perhaps above all, 
this passage demonstrates the bravery and willingness to 
face the future of these three characters, who are entering 
into an unconventional family situation but who have finally 
learned to look ahead with optimism rather than fear. 


Chapter 61 Quotes 


@@ | set up and pick a spot off to the side where | know there 
might be space for something of size to grow. | punch my finger 
into the dirt to make a small hole, and | drop in the brown nut. 


| return to the stairs, and as | sit here in a slice of winter 
sunlight, two small birds find their way down to the 
honeysuckle planted next to the bamboo. 


They speak to me, not in words, but in action. 


[hey tell me that life goes on. 


Related Characters: Willow Chance (speaker), Mom, Dad 


Related Themes: @) © A) 
Related Symbols: ($) 


Page Number: 376 


Explanation and Analysis 


This quote ends the novel. In it, Willow goes out to the 
garden she oversaw, which has bloomed very successfully, 
going beyond her initial dream of just planting sunflowers. 
Willow’s lucky acorn, which has been a symbol of Willow’s 
own resilience in the face of tragedy, is now something that 
Willow no longer feels she needs now that she has resolved 
her major problem of finding a new permanent home for 
herself. And so, true to her selfless nature, Willow decides 
to return the acorn that she no longer needs back to the 
earth. Just as Willow has survived and is ready to grow up 
strong herself, the acorn will now have a chance to grow 
into a full tree. 


As Willow reflects on her recent successes, she sees two 
birds that indicate to her with actions “life goes on? This pair 
of birds seems to represent Willow’s parents, suggesting 
that Willow finally feels like she has her parents’ permission 
to let go of her grief and begin the next phase of her life. 
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SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS 


The color-coded icons under each analysis entry make it easy to track where the themes occur most prominently throughout the 
work. Each icon corresponds to one of the themes explained in the Themes section of this LitChart. 


CHAPTER 1 


Willow Chance is a 12-year-old who is on a trip with a couple 
friends to Fosters Freeze, where they serve soft ice cream. She 
speaks Vietnamese with her new friend Mai, but Vietnamese 
isn't Willow's first language. The girls are at the ice cream place 
with Quang-ha (Mai’s older brother) and Dell Duke, a school 
counselor who brought them there. Willow called both her 
mom and dad before going to Fosters Freeze, but neither 
answered nor returned her call, which is unusual. 


When Dell Duke takes Willow home, she sees police parked in 
the driveway. The neighborhood is increasingly deserted, with 
Willow's former neighbors having left after their home went 
into foreclosure. When they get out of the car, one of the cops 
asks Willow if she knows Roberta and James Chance. She says 
they're her mom and dad. They ask about Dell, who explains 
that he’s the school counselor. 


The cops take Dell Duke aside to speak with him. But Willow 
can still make out the words “There's been an accident.’ As she 
keeps listening, she realizes to her horror that her mom and 
dad are dead. 


CHAPTER 2 


Two months before the death of her parents, Willow is about to 
start at a new school. She’s an adopted only child who realizes 
that this makes her different. Before adopting her, Willow’s 
mom tried to get pregnant for 7 years. Willow is obsessed with 
diagnosing medical conditions (like her mother’s infertility) as 
well as with math, particularly when it involves the number 7. 
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The beginning of the story introduces main character Willow 
Chance and immediately raises questions about her life. It doesn’t 
answer, for example, why Willow knows how to speak Vietnamese 
or why her school counselor is taking her for ice cream. Willow’s 
ability to speak a second language at such an early age suggests 
potential, but the lack of a response from Willow's parents is more 
ominous foreshadowing of what will happen next. 


© © 


The neighbor's home in foreclosure suggests that Willow doesn't live 
in a wealthy neighborhood. As the first chapter goes on, it soon 
becomes clear that this isn’t a random day in Willow’s life but in fact 
the day of a very important event. The presence of the police, along 
with Dell, is an early hint of the role that bureaucracy and authority 
figures will continue to play throughout the story. 


The cops underestimate Willow and end up accidentally telling her 
about her parents’ deaths before they mean to. This foreshadows 
how authority figures throughout the novel will continue to 
misunderstand Willow, even sometimes when supposedly trying to 
help her. 


Willow has unusual interests for someone her age, which 
establishes early how she often thinks differently from other people. 
This chapter reveals that Willow is adopted, and the story will 
continue to explore how one’s family isn’t necessarily defined by 
blood relations—some come together instead by circumstances or 
choice. The number 7 is often considered lucky, and luck plays an 
important role in the story—such as Willow’s very bad luck in 
suddenly losing both her parents. Willow’s last name (“Chance”) 
further hints at luck’s importance to the story. 
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Willow has learned that she is a “person of color; while her 
mom and dad are both white. After medical conditions, her big 
interest is plants. She lives in the central valley of California, 
where it’s often hot and dry. 


One of Willow's earliest memories is a teacher named Mrs. 
King, who asked her “How does this book make you feel?” 
Willow replied that she didn't like it, and she also didn’t like 
sitting on the floor to listen to the story because of all the 
germs. From then on, she got a reputation for being weird. 
Later, she had to see a school consultant, who pronounced that 
she was “highly gifted” without fully explaining what that 
meant. 


CHAPTER 3 


Willow always wears the same clothes to garden, including a 
red hat over her long curly hair to protect her from the sun. She 
doesn't like being forced to go to school, but she does have one 
friend named Margaret Z. Buckle. Then one day, Margaret has 
to go to Canada for her mother’s job, and the two of them lose 
contact. Soon after, Willow starts at Sequoia Middle School. 


Before starting at school, Willow needs a physical exam, and 
she’s excited to learn that she needs to wear glasses. She picks 
ones that look like Ghandi’s. She wants to wear her gardening 
outfit to school. Her mom and dad suggest other outfits, but 
Willow insists. The next day, she just happens to find a back-to- 
school issue of Teen Vogue on her bed that says, “DOES YOUR 
OUTFIT SAY WHAT YOU WANT IT TO?” Neither of her 
parents admits to putting it there. 
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The difference in race between Willow and her adoptive parents 
helps to establish what a multicultural setting the central valley of 
California is. It also raises the question of how she learned to speak 
Vietnamese in the first chapter (since her parents aren't 
Vietnamese), hinting again at how Willow’s mind works in unusual 
ways. 
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Willow gives an honest answer in school about how she feels about 
a book. But she quickly learns that the teacher and other students 
don't want her version of honesty. In this novel, the education 
system encourages people to conform, making life difficult for 
people like Willow who struggle to act like others. Although a 
counselor calls Willow “highly gifted,” the implication in this passage 
is that they don’t see her as an exceptional student but instead as a 
problem. 
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Willow’s choice to always wear the same clothes for gardening 
shows another way that she has unusual opinions. Although Willow 
is often intelligent in ways that the rest of the world fails to see, her 
choice to always wear the same clothes suggests that, for all of 
Willow’s intelligence, she can get stuck in her comfort zone and 
afraid of change. 


Willow continues to think independently, seeing her poor vision as 
an exciting chance to wear glasses rather than as something to hold 
her back. This passage captures the difficult situation of Willow’s 
parents, who want to encourage Willow to be herself but also want 
her to fit in with the other students—two things that might be 
impossible to resolve. The Teen Vogue magazine (presumably left 
by one of Willow's parents) shows how people’s ideas about 
appearance and clothes are shaped by media. But even with the 
magazine placed right in front of her, Willow shows that she is 
determined not to think like everyone else. 
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CHAPTER 4 


In spite of all of Willow’s preparations before her first day of 
school, she is still overwhelmed by all the noise and things to 
see. Within three hours, she asks to call home, complaining that 
the school is unsanitary. Her mom comes to pick her up. 


The next day, Willow goes back to school and tries to accept 
that the other students won't act how she wants them to. In her 
ideal world, everyone would just wear lab coats to school, and 
people wouldn't touch as often. One day, she gets called to the 
principal’s office because she gets a perfect score ona test. The 
principal suggests that perhaps she cheated. After a long 
conversation where she defends herself, she gets assigned to a 
behavioral counselor, Dell Duke. 


CHAPTER 5 


Dell Duke’s family is originally from Greece, and two 
generations prior used to have the last name Doufinakas 
before it became “Duke” after immigrating to the United States. 
Dell took a while to find his current career path, including six- 
and-a-half years in college, three years of night classes, and 
several years working as a barback. When he finally got a job as 
a counselor at Bakersfield, he finds himself forced to take on 
students that the more senior counselors don’t want. The 
students with the biggest “behavioral issues” often ended up 
being handled by the criminal justice system instead of 
counselors. 


Dell is in his mid-thirties. Within three months, he finds ways of 
categorizing the different types of children he interacts with. 
But when he meets Willow, he realizes that his old system of 
categorizing kids might not be enough. 


CHAPTER 6 


Willow enters Dell’s office for the first time and sees that he is 
a big, bearded man with thick curly hair and bushy eyebrows. 
Willow thinks he looks unhealthy and must have high blood 
pressure. 
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Willow likes to have a strong sense of control over her life, wearing 
the same outfit and avoiding germs, and school represents a chaotic 
environment that is the opposite of controlled. This passage is the 
beginning of a coming-of-age story for Willow, as she has to leave 
behind the comfort of childhood and begin the journey into 
adolescence. 


Willow slowly comes to accept the idea that she doesn’t live in her 
version of a perfect world. But when she tries to follow the rules at 
school and be a good student, she gets punished for being too 
successful ona test. This passage reveals how, as much as Willow 
needs to learn to adapt to her new school environment, she also 
faces an unfair bureaucratic system that doesn’t always have her 
best interests in mind. 
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This is the first chapter to focus on a character other than Willow, 
and as the book goes on, it continues to tell a broader story that is 
not just about Willow but all the people in her life. As this passage 
establishes, even though Dell is an authority figure compared to 
Willow, he has a lot of experience not fitting in himself. Dell can see 
some of the flaws in the system he’s part of—for example, how some 
students get treated as criminals from an early age—but he doesn't 
yet have the motivation to do anything about it. 


Dell categorizes students into broad groups because that’s what he 
thinks the school system wants him to do. Dell only begins to 
consider treating the students as individuals once he meets Willow, 
a student who thinks for herself and refuses to fit into any single 
category. 


After seeing Dell from his own perspective, we now see him from 
Willow’s perspective. Willow has an easier time spotting his flaws, 
such as the fact that he doesn’t seem to take very good care of his 
health. 
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Dell leads Willow through some exercises, like word 
association. He is impressed by many of the things she knows, 
including several digits of pi. That night, Willow tells her mom 
and dad that she has finally met someone at school that she 
might find interesting. 


CHAPTER 7 


Dell doesn't get many girls in his office, so Willow is unusual. He 
has heard she’s a “cheater, but he struggles to understand 
much else about her. He begins to believe she might be a 
genius, and he feels motivated for the first time in his career. 


CHAPTER 8 


Willow finds that after going to the principal, people treat her 
differently, asking for her help with cheating. The next time she 
goes to see Dell, he has reorganized his whole office. He gives 
her anew test that she completes well before time is up. This 
excites Dell, who tells Willow to come back for her next 
meeting earlier than scheduled. When she shows up, there's 
another girl already sitting there who has dark curly hair and 
who Willow thinks might be Black or maybe American Indian. 


CHAPTER 9 


Nguyen Thi Mai is a 14-year-old freshman at Condon High 
School, on the other side of Bakersfield, the town where Willow 
lives. Her brother, Nguyen Quang-ha, is a year older and often 
gets in trouble, but Mai never does. Mai believes that she is 
always confident because she was born in the year of the 
dragon. Mai’s grandfather was a Black American soldier, 
making her mother an outcast in Vietnam. Her mother’s name 
was Dung, but she changed it to Pattie after moving to the 
United States. In the United States, Pattie had Mai and Quang- 
ha with a Mexican man who left one day and never came back. 
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Dell is the first person at school to take an interest in Willow’s talent 
rather than treating it as a problem. His own status as a misfit in the 
school system helps him to see what's unique about Willow rather 
than trying to force her into a category. 


Willow gets labeled as a cheater because she gets a perfect score on 
atest. The subtext is that the school might be underestimating her 
intelligence for a superficial reason (such as her race or her family’s 
lower economic status) or perhaps that the school simply expects 
students to make mistakes rather than do their best, with these 
expectations becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
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Willow finds that even the false accusation of cheating ostracizes 
her, leading other students to treat her differently. Dell, who is 
himself a bit of an outcast, becomes the only one who doesn't look 
at Willow in a negative way. The girl that Willow sees at the end of 
the chapter is in fact part Black, Vietnamese, and Mexican—while 
race and external appearance in general can have a big impact on a 
persons life, this passage suggests that there are many things you 
can't tell just = looking at a person. 


Mai seems to be a slightly older version of Willow who also 
sometimes struggles to fit in but who has more self-confidence to 
assert herself. Mai’s mix of different backgrounds emphasizes how 
the modern United States is full of people with connections to other 
countries all over the world. Pattie’s experience of changing her 
name when she came to the United States is similar to Dell's family 
changing their Greek last name during immigration. This passage 
shows how, as much as the United States accepts people from 
around the world, it also sometimes forces them to change to fit in. 
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Quang-ha is one of Dell’s cases, and Dell has Quang-ha work on 
a coloring book. In the meantime, Dell leaves the school and 
comes back with a cat in a pet carrier. When he gets back, 
Willow and Mai are waiting outside his office and Quang-ha 
doesn't want to stop coloring. Mai threatens to report Dell for 
leaving the school and being late to Willow’s meeting. 


CHAPTER 10 


Willow admires how Mai yells at Dell. Dells seems surprised 
but tries to please everyone by showing them the cat he 
brought, Cheddar, which is his own cat. But as Dell is showing 
off the cat, Cheddar jumps off his desk and runs away. Dell, Mai, 
and Quang-ha all go looking for the cat. Eventually, they have to 
give up, and Dell drives Willow home first. Willow decides that 
she'll learn everything she can about lost cats and Vietnam, 
since Mai has a Vietnamese mom. 


CHAPTER 11 


After Dell drops off Willow, Mai continues to observe him and 
determines that he must not be a natural at his job. Dell drops 
off Mai and Quang-ha, then on his drive home, he notices his 
cat, Cheddar, sitting on a dumpster. He keeps driving. He gets 
home, where his apartment is full of possessions. Dell doesn’t 
have a bed and just keeps a sleeping bag that he dry cleans 
once a year. 


CHAPTER 12 


Willow takes a ride in a taxi, where Jairo Hernandez is the 
driver. She asks to see his paperwork before they go. It’s her 
first taxi ride, and she pays Jairo to take her over to the school 
where Mai goes. After the cab ride, Willow tells Jairo, “Never 
let someone tell you that you can't do it” At the school, Willow 
surprises Mai with a Vietnamese phrase she just learned. Mai 
agrees to teach Willow more Vietnamese and is impressed with 
her progress. 


During her next meeting with Dell, Willow answers all the 
questions wrong to see what happens and is disappointed that 
Dell doesn't realize she’s playing the opposite game. 
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Although Quang-ha has been designated as a “problem” student, he 
shows diligence when working on a coloring book, hinting at good 
qualities that the traditional school system fails to recognize—just 
like with Willow and Mai. Mai stands up for herself against Dell, 
providing Willow with an early example of how someone can go 
against the system. 
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Dell’s lack of control over Cheddar demonstrates how he fails to 
take responsibility in his life—he is responsible for the well-being of 
many children but can't even care for a cat. In fact, it becomes Mai, 
Quang-ha, and Willow’s responsibility to help Dell search for his cat, 
showing how children sometimes have to take on even more 
responsibility than adults. 


Dell’s refusal to pick up Cheddar, even though it would take minimal 
effort on his part, shows how lazy his character has become. 
Although Willow, Mai, and Quang-ha offer Dell the hope of finding 
new purpose at his job, Dell still resists change. His apartment, 
which is simultaneously full of things but also missing essential 
elements like a bed, shows how Dell has become stuck in a rut. 


Jairo seems at first to be a minor character, but he ends up playing a 
large role in the story, showing how impactful a chance meeting can 
be. Willow’s advice to Jairo—“Never let someone tell you that you 
can't do it’—is also something she practices in her own life. For 
example, she isn’t daunted by the process of learning Vietnamese 
and even manages to learn enough to impress Mai. 
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While Willow is used to not fitting in, this is perhaps the first time 
that she deliberately defies the system. What she learns is that the 
bureaucracy of the school system has already assigned her to a 
category, and whether her answers are all right or all wrong, it is 
difficult to change that. 
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CHAPTER 13 


Jairo is still thinking about what Willow said to him earlier 
about not letting anyone tell him what he can do. He only 
wanted to drive a cab as a temporary job, but now it’s been 
years. Meanwhile, for the first time in his career, Willow has 
caused Dell to think about his work outside of school hours. 


CHAPTER 14 


The next week, Willow orders a taxi again. She notices that 
Jairo has gotten a haircut, and this reveals that he has a 
potentially dangerous mole. She leaves him a note about it. 
When Willow gets to Mai’s school, she tells Mai in Vietnamese 
that she’s her new best friend. Realizing Mai probably has other 
friends, Willow adds that Mai is her best friend because she’s 
probably her only friend at the moment. 


CHAPTER 15 


Willow’s mom, Roberta, gets the news that she has a tumor. 
Willow's dad, Jimmy, comes over as soon as she gets the news. 
They decide that they can't tell Willow because she’s so 
interested in medicine. On the drive back, they aren't paying 
attention, and a medical supply truck T-bones them at an 
intersection, killing them both and putting the medical supply 
driver into acoma. The only metal that isn’t burned in the crash 
is a sign on the back of the medical supply truck that says, 
“SAFETY FIRST!” The truck is number 807. 


CHAPTER 16 


Mai convinces Dell to take her, Willow, and Quang-ha to 
Fosters Freeze. This all leads back to the events that happened 
when the story started, where Willow learned of the death of 
her parents. 
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Like Dell, Jairo has struggled to find a sense of purpose and 
motivation in life. This chapter juxtaposes the struggles of both 
characters to show how being exposed to independent thinking—in 
the form of Willow—is causing them to reconsider their lives. 


Willow goes out of her way to help a stranger, showing the opposite 
attitude that Dell did earlier when he wouldn't even stop his car to 
pick up his lost cat. Willow resists the idea that you should only look 
out for yourself. But while this selflessness would seem like a good 
quality in making friends, Willow still struggles to make any friends 
other than Mai, showing how even being selfless can make Willow a 
bit of an outcast, particularly in a setting that encourages 
selfishness. 
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This chapter presents an extreme example of bad luck. The death of 
Willow’s parents is an accident that no one could have predicted. 
The ID number of the medical supply truck that kills Willow's 
parents ends in the number 7, suggesting that perhaps her special 
number isn’t so lucky after all. This chapter emphasizes how grief 
and sadness are an inevitable part of being human because 
tragedies are sometimes impossible to predict. 


Whereas the first chapter began with a sense of mystery around 
Willow, this chapter returns to the present with a fuller picture of 
what Willow’s life is like—and how it’s about to change forever after 
the tragic death of her parents. 
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CHAPTER 17 


Back in the present, right after learning about the death of her 
parents, someone asks Willow about her next of kin. She only 
knows about a grandmother in anursing home and an 
estranged brother of her dad. The cops discuss having to turn 
Willow over to Social Services if they can't find anyone. 


CHAPTER 18 


Mai lies to the police, saying she’s known Willow for many 
years, in order to get them to let Willow come home with her. 
Part of Dell knows this isn’t true, but Mai says it in a very 
convincing way. As Dell takes everyone to the nail salon that 
Pattie owns, he realizes that with all the investigations after the 
crash, he could get in trouble for the ice cream trip. Mai and 
Quang-ha leave the car, and Dell is alone with Willow. He tries 
to cheer her up by saying at least now she’s probably already 
experienced the worst loss of her life, but he immediately 
regrets it. 


CHAPTER 19 


Pattie is taking inventory at her nail salon when she notices an 
unfamiliar car pulling up, followed by a police car. She sees her 
children Quang-ha and Mai coming out of the first car. Mai 
passionately explains the situation, and Pattie signs a form to 
take legal responsibility of Willow for 24 hours. Dell wants to 
also be useful, but as he hangs around, he’s not sure what to do. 
Eventually, he goes back to his car to leave. 


CHAPTER 20 


Willow is amazed at how tight Pattie hugs her. The nail salon 
she owns is in a garage, and Willow finds the place hot and 
uncomfortable. Pattie gives Willow food, but Willow finds it 
hard to swallow because she’s still so sad. Eventually Pattie 
gives her soup in a mug. She gives Willow pajamas, and Willow 
hopes that someday she'll forget this night. 


©2024 LitCharts LLC 


www.LitCharts.com 


Get hundreds more LitCharts at www.litcharts.com 


This passage shows how the government fails to account for people 
like Willow. Rather than deal with Willow on a personal level, the 
cops inform her that she may have to go to Social Services, which in 
this novel represents a faceless bureaucracy that doesn't treat 
children as individuals. 


As Mai’s actions show, sometimes when a system is broken, it’s 
better to bend the rules or even outright lie. Mai realizes that even 
though the bureaucracy doesn’t want to take responsibility for 
Willow, Mai can do something herself. Meanwhile, Dell shows the 
opposite attitude, selfishly looking out for himself in Willow’s 
moment of need. Still, this passage implies that Dell isn’t entirely to 
blame—the school bureaucracy that he’s part of discourages him 
from going beyond the basic role of his job. 
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Although Pattie doesn’t know Willow, she demonstrates selflessness 
here as well as trust in Mai’s judgment. Like many characters in the 
story, Pattie has experience feeling like an outsider (as an immigrant 
to the United States from Vietnam), and this causes her to be more 
empathetic to other people who don't fit in that way she herself has 
sometimes struggled to. 
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Willow’s challenge with swallowing in this passage shows that grief 
can be so all-consuming that it even causes physical symptoms. By 
impeding Willow’s ability to eat, grief seems to be interfering with 
Willow’s very ability to survive. Fortunately, she has people like 
Pattie who know ways to deal with Willow's grief (such as giving her 
liquid food that is easier to swallow). 
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CHAPTER 21 


Quang-ha is mad about Willow living with his family. He felt a 
little sorry for her at first, but he vows not to feel bad for her 
anymore. The next morning, Willow tells Mai she doesn’t want 
to go to school. Pattie calls Social Services, expecting that 
eventually, someone else in Willow’s life will fly in to town and 
take over the process. 


CHAPTER 22 


Willow muses at the probability of how unlikely it is for a 
12-year-old to lose her parents twice. She never wants to go 
back to school again. Pattie informs Willow that she now has a 
caseworker. About an hour later, the social worker, Lenore, 
arrives at the nail salon. She says a lot, and Pattie doesn’t say a 
word. 


After Lenore has said everything, Willow gives her a sheet that 
explains her current situation in an 11-point numbered list. 
Lenore’s reaction to the list is ambiguous. She tries to get 
Willow to come with her, and eventually Willow realizes she 
has no other option. Despite having just met Pattie, Willow 
finds it difficult to say goodbye. 


CHAPTER 23 


Lenore gives Willow a pamphlet about her new foster care 
facility. When they arrive, Willow can immediately tell from the 
cameras that something is wrong with the place. She sees news 
about her mom and dad’s car crash in a copy of the local paper, 
causing her to faint. She hits a table while falling and starts to 
bleed a lot. 


Lenore drives Willow to the hospital. Willow realizes that the 
security at this hospital isn't as tight. After getting 9 stitches, 
she asks to use the bathroom. But as soon as she leaves, she 
dials Jairo’s taxi. 
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Quang-ha’s anger toward Willow shows yet again how change can 
be a difficult concept for all the characters in this novel. Although he 
is older than Willow, Quang-ha is also at a crucial moment in his 
life: he is on the verge of adulthood. Quang-ha’s initial sympathy 
toward Willow suggests that he has some selflessness in him, 
however, and perhaps the power to change if this side of him 
receives the right encouragement. 
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Lenore is more interested in saying what she has to say than she is 
in trying to understand Willow’s unique situation or what Pattie 
might have to say. Although Lenore isn't quite a villain, she 
represents how bureaucracy can be uncaring to people like Willow. 


Willow tries to break through to Lenore and express herself on a 
personal level, but unlike Dell, Lenore is not open to seeing what 
Willow has to offer as an individual. Lenore’s insistence on following 
the rules, no matter the consequences for Willow, is the opposite of 
Mai, who is willing to help Willow break the rules for a greater good. 


At school, Willow realized that people were constantly looking at 
her and scrutinizing how she acted or dressed. The security cameras 
at the foster care facility take this a step further, showing how 
people are constantly trying to monitor (and control) what she does. 
This is difficult for Willow, who is used to thinking independently. 


0 © 


Willow’s injury, which indirectly comes as a result of her stay at the 
foster care facility, shows how little the bureaucracy cares about her 
well-being. Having learned this, Willow realizes that she needs to 
escape and shows that even in her weakened condition, she is still 
capable of being independent. 


O © 


Page 22 


All LitCharts 
CHAPTER 24 


Jairo recently got amole removed and is still waiting for a 
biopsy. He thinks Willow might be some kind of angel. He picks 
her up from the hospital where she called him and drives her to 
a local library. When she leaves the taxi, she’s left behind her 
hospital bracelet. Jairo decides to play the ID number on her 
bracelet as lottery numbers for the rest of his life. 


CHAPTER 25 


Dell has to answer questions about Willow. He’s worried about 
getting in trouble until he realizes that actually they're 
questioning him because Willow has gone missing, and they 
need to find her. She’s not at Pattie’s salon. When Dell finally 
gets achance to slip away, he goes to Mai’s high school. 


CHAPTER 26 


Willow usually loves reading, but she’s having a hard time 
concentrating. She wishes people would publish books about 
her specific situation. No one is allowed to sleep in the library, 
but Willow knows a place she can go to sleep in secret. 


CHAPTER 27 


Dell gets to the high school front desk and asks for Mai to be 
sent to him. She looks reluctant to see him, but he tells her that 
Willow is missing. Mai tells Dell she'll help, but he has to sign 
her out of school. 


CHAPTER 28 


When Willow wakes in the library, Mai is with her. They go to 
Dell’s car, but Mai insists that Dell needs to take Willow to get a 
burger before going back to the foster care facility. When Dell 
goes to the bathroom, Mai says something to the waitress. Mai 
comes back and says something to Willow in Vietnamese. 
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Jairo’s extraordinary good luck after meeting Willow is the total 
opposite of Willow's own recent bad luck with the death of her 
parents. Jairo only meets Willow because of her bad luck, and so his 
interactions with her help reinforce the idea that things happen for 
a reason and perhaps bad luck can eventually lead to something 
good. 


Dell, for all his interest in Willow, still remains selfish in some ways 
and focused on self-preservation at this point in the story. Here, for 
instance, he answers questions in a way that prioritizes not getting 
himself in trouble. As is often the case for Dell, he demonstrates in 
this passage how sometimes people can fail to live up to their own 
ideals. 


This passage about Willow wishing for a book about her situation 
has a meta layer to it, since in fact, there is a book about Willow’s 
exact situation—this one, Counting by 7s. Although Willow’s 
situation is extreme, this passage highlights how this book could be 
relatable to anyone who is also suffering through grief like hers. 


After initially focusing on self-preservation and trying not to get 
involved, Dell now seems ready to take responsibility for helping 
Willow. This demonstrates his growth as a character. 


Unlike the people at the foster care facility, Mai and Dell pay 
attention to Willow’s specific needs and take care of her. Although 
what they’re doing might not be legal, it ends up being better for 
Willow. Learning this is important not just for Willow but also for 
Dell, who is beginning to see the flaws in the educational system 
he’s part of. 
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When Dell gets the bill, he sees that Mai has ordered a large 
dinner to go. He grudgingly pays. They take Willow back to the 
facility, but Mai calls Pattie to take a bus over and begs her to 
help Willow. Mai suggests that they can put Dell’s address on 
the paperwork, since his apartment will look better than the 
garage that the nail salon is based out of. Eventually Pattie 
agrees to sign forms to take temporary custody of Willow. 


Dell agrees to supervise Willow’s homeschooling. He drives 
everyone back to the nail salon. Although Willow was put off by 
the small nail salon before, now she’s happy to see it. Pattie 
promises Willow that no one will be able to take her until she 
finds a good place for her. 


CHAPTER 29 


Willow attends her mom and dad’s memorial service in the 
front row. The ceremony involves releasing balloons into the 
air, and Willow worries about how the latex balloons could go 
onto hurt wildlife. 


Two-and-a-half weeks after the accident, Willow writes Jairo a 
thank you note, and he calls the nail salon. Pattie is surprised 
but lets him talk to Willow. Jairo promises that if Willow calls 
him directly, he'll drive her wherever she needs to go. 


That afternoon, Willow goes to the library again. She begins to 
get into a routine of going into the library, and time passes. Mai 
is busy with school but tries to talk to Willow when she can. 
Ultimately, Pattie is the one who's there most often. Willow 
thinks Quang-ha must hate her. After about a month, Willow 
still feels like a shadow of her old self. 
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With each step, Dell finds himself drawn more and more into 
helping Willow. At first, he is more passive about the situation, 
allowing Mai to order him around. But as Dell’s responsibilities 
increase, as when he allows his apartment's address to appear on 
Willow’s paperwork, he doesn’t protest. This passage shows how 
people, particularly ones who are passive like Dell, can be positively 
influenced by the people around them. 


Like Dell, Pattie also finds herself feeling increasingly responsible for 
Willow's well-being. Pattie's relatively humble life in the nail salon 
seems to suggest that her family doesn’t have much money, but she 
offers her small home to Willow anyway. This passage shows how 
people can become family by choice or circumstance, rather than 
just by birth. 
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Willow remains skeptical of authority, even at her own parents’ 
memorial service. Just as Willow questions her school’s rules, she 
questions why her parents’ memorial needs balloons, which are 
dangerous to wildlife. This passage could also imply that she is 
focusing on small details to avoid feeling the full weight of her grief. 
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Jairo’s gratitude to Willow shows that, as much as she struggled to 
make friends at school, her selfless attitude of helping others does 
pay off in the long run. Jairo’s promise to drive Willow anywhere 
perhaps suggests metaphorically how kindness can take people 
different places. 


This passage, which features mostly mundane events, shows how 
grief can linger over a person’s life for a long period of time. Even 
after a month, Willow still feels the death of her parents strongly, 
showing how challenging it can be to recover from a traumatic 
event, especially at a young age. 
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CHAPTER 30 


Dell worries about all the lies he’s caught in the middle of, such 
as the idea that Pattie was an old friend of Willow’s mom and 
dad. Now, when Willow comes to his office, the two of them 
just sit in silence for 55 minutes. Meanwhile, Pattie hasn't 
enrolled in any of the necessary foster parent classes. She 
knows there's a family court date for Willow in about two 
months, but Pattie tries not to think about it. 


CHAPTER 31 


Willow envies the women who come into the nail salon and 
who all seem to have strong family connections, even when 
they complain in Vietnamese about their families. One day, 
Pattie gets a long, unexpected phone call. At the end, she 
promises to come over for a meeting. It turns out there's going 
to be ahome visitation, so Pattie and Willow have to go and 
make preparations to pretend that they live at Dell’s place. 


CHAPTER 32 


Dell comes by to pick up Pattie and Willow, then he takes them 
back to his place. Willow notices that Dell seems to be a 
hoarder. When Pattie opens a closet, a whole wall of dirty 
underwear falls out. Willow feels that the situation is 
hopeless—it'll never look like she lives in this apartment—but 
Pattie seems determined. 


Pattie leads them to a secondhand store, buys some furniture 
on Dell’s card, then rents a truck to take it all back to the 
apartment. Back at Dell’s place, Pattie sends him away on 
errands for two hours. Meanwhile, she, Willow, and the two 
movers who came with the truck all get rid of Dell’s trash. 
Surprisingly, Dell doesn’t seem mad that his things are gone. 


CHAPTER 33 


Mai has to stay after school on Fridays to participate ina 
program for “special enrichment students,’ which she 
interprets as “at-risk teens.” Like most of the other kids in the 
program, she doesn’t have anyone to pick her up, so she waits 
for the bus. 
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Willow's silence in the office with Dell seems to reflect that both of 
them are stalling in their progress to improve themselves. Willow 
learns that recovering from grief isn't a linear process and that she'll 
face setbacks. Meanwhile, Dell learns that after the initial 
excitement and motivation goes away, sometimes he'll go back to 
his old habits. 


Although previously Willow was skeptical about trying to fit in with 
other kids at school, she learns after the death of her parents that 
belonging is important to her—she needs to be part of a family. 
Although Willow can speak Vietnamese, the women who come into 
the salon all seem to be part of some group with their own families 
that Willow believes she can never access. 
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All the possessions Dell has at his apartment symbolizes all of the 
things that are holding him back from changing as a person. His 
massive pile of laundry shows how he has been falling behind on 
basic tasks and is now struggling just to catch back up. 


This passage shows how part of Dell’s problem is that he’s tried to 
do everything alone—as soon as he opens himself up to help from 
Pattie and the others, his apartment starts to become more livable. 
Although Dell resisted change, he learns by the end of this chapter 
that change doesn't have to be something to fear. 


© 


Like Willow, Mai has gotten classified as a “problem” student even 
though she does well in school. Mai’s story helps to emphasize how 
Willow’s situation isn’t unique and how plenty of other children also 
struggle to fit into the right structure of the school system 
bureaucracy. 
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eanwhile, Quang-ha is surprised to find Dell coming to pick 
him up. Dell explains how they have to all pretend to live at 
Dell’s place for the visit. Although Quang-ha is confused and 
annoyed at first, eventually he gets excited at the possibility of 
breaking the law, like a prison break. 


CHAPTER 34 


Willow sees more of Dell’s underwear than she ever wanted 
to—it takes three trips to the laundry room for her and Pattie to 
wash all the dirty laundry. When Quang-ha gets back, Pattie 
asks him and Willow to go on the roof and remove the tarp that 
Dell has been using to cover the skylight. Quang-ha is also 
supposed to be taking out the trash, but Pattie tells him to do 
both things at the same time. 


When Quang-ha is going to the roof to take off the tarp, he 
drops some glass bottles from the trash bag and they scatter 
over the skylight. Willow thinks they make it look like stained 
glass. Willow and Quang-ha break more bottles so that it 
covers the entire skylight. When the two of them get back, 
Pattie lets Quang-ha rearrange the layout of all the furniture in 
the place. 


CHAPTER 35 


Dell manages to change the name on the mail slot just in time 
before Lenore arrives for the visit. He leaves and goes out toa 
bar before she can see him. Meanwhile, Mai takes the bus 
home to the nail salon and only learns about the Social Services 
visit then. Exhausted, Mai still starts heading towards Dell’s 
place. Along the way, she kicks an acorn, which gets run over by 
acar but doesn't flatten. Mai decides to keep the acorn and 
hide it somewhere for Willow to find, because the acorn is a 
survivor like Mai. 


CHAPTER 36 


Lenore comes to visit at Dell’s apartment, where Pattie is 
pretending to live with Willow and Quang-ha. She doesn’t stay 
long, which makes Willow think they must have passed the test. 
When Lenore drives away, she passes Mai, who is walking and 
finally made it there. 
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Quang-ha continues to have mixed feelings about Willow’s new 
presence in his family. While he sometimes thinks selfish thoughts, 
he is not totally closed off and can be convinced to help her. Dell's 
language about a prison break demonstrates how once again, doing 
the right thing might sometimes mean not following the letter of the 


law. 
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Willow learns that helping people can lead to a reciprocal 
relationship—in exchange for Dell letting her stay at his apartment, 
she helps him. The tarp that Dell put over his skylight is yet another 
example of how he has isolated himself, literally blocking out his 
view of the sky so that he doesn’t have to face it. The open skylight 
symbolizes greater openness to life and the outside world. 
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The broken glass starts as a mistake but turns into something 
beautiful. This could be a metaphor for many of the events in the 
story, including how the tragic death of Willow’s parents seems to 
have led to the start of a new family unit forming at Dell’s 
apartment. 
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The acorn that Mai sees get run over by a car has clear parallels to 
Willow: her parents were killed by a car, and yet like the acorn, she 
has somehow managed to survive. The acorn reminds Mai that, as 
much as Willow's life requires a change in Mai’s life, things are still 
much more difficult for Willow. By planning to give the acorn to 
Willow, Mai shows that she understands what Willow is going 
through, even if she hasn't quite experienced the same thing herself. 


After all of the work that Pattie and the others put into fixing up 
Dell’s apartment, the actual visit from Lenore ends up being a little 
anticlimactic, showing once again how one of the problems with 
bureaucracy is that it often focuses more on fulfilling a checklist (like 
Lenore’s test) than actual results. 
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Willow thanks Pattie for everything she did. They try to reach 
Dell before dinner, but he doesn’t answer. After dinner, they 
watch television on the new couch. Suddenly, Willow feels 
something and realizes that she’s sitting on an acorn. Mai sees 
it and says maybe it's a lucky acorn. 


CHAPTER 37 


Dell stumbles back to his apartment late and barely recognizes 
the place. He wonders why Willow and the Nguyens are all still 
there until he remembers they don't have a car—and now he 
doesn't either because he walked back from the bar. He falls 
asleep for five hours. 


At 5:21 AM, Dell hears the unusual sound of someone else 
running water in his apartment. Dell doesn't stir, but soon 
Pattie comes in and tells him that Social Services plans on 
coming back next week. She thinks that for the time being, it 
makes sense for everyone stay at his place. She suggests that 
maybe he go live with a person in the unit down the hall who 
needs a roommate. 


Dell goes to see Sadhu, whom he thinks he’s seen in the parking 
garage but has never greeted before. The two of them have 
many differences—Sadhu is a vegetarian who likes spicy 
food—but he approves Dell as his new roommate. Pattie agrees 
to pay the rent if Dell continues to pay for his old place. 


CHAPTER 38 


Pattie continues to emphasize that everyone's new living 
arrangements are just “temporary” Willow begins to feel a little 
bad for Dell, who is pushed out of his own home. 
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Successfully passing Lenore’s test is one of the first positive 
developments in Willow's life since the death of her parents. When 
Mai secretly gives Willow the acorn, she tries to offer Willow the 
hope that her luck may one day turn around and that she will be 
able to move beyond her grief over her parents. 
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Although Dell is on the verge of a big change in his life, he still tries 
to resist it, staying away from his newly renovated apartment at a 
bar. The novel implies that one of the things holding Dell back in life 
could be his dependence on alcohol during difficult times 
(something that was hinted at earlier by all the empty bottles from 
Dell’s apartment that Quang-ha had to throw out in an earlier 
passage). 


As much as Dell tries to avoid his apartment by going to a bar, his 
new guests inevitably bring change with them. Pattie suggests an 
even bigger change, with Dell moving out of his apartment to live 
with a new roommate. The fact that Dell doesn't protest too much 
suggests that yet again, Dell is more open to change than he seems 
at first. All he needs is someone else around to motivate him. 
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Dell’s new living arrangement with Sadhu continues to push Dell 
out of his comfort zone. Sadhu, who differs from Dell in so many 
ways yet lives right next door, reinforces the cultural diversity of 
Willow's town. 


Pattie’s way of coping with her current situation of caring for Willow 
is to break time into manageable chunks and focus on the present. 
She has learned life skills that she can pass on to Willow to help 
Willow overcome her grief. 
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Willow fixes the settings on Dell’s television—apparently, he 
never read the manual and didn’t bother to set it up correctly. 
Mai and Quang-ha each seem happy about the new 
arrangements, where they all have more room than in the nail 
salon. 


Three days into the new arrangement, Willow sees an avocado 
pit that Quang-ha left out. She imagines what would happen if 
someone tried to grow it. She doesn’t want to think about 
plants too much, because she knows she could get too invested 
in them. She now sleeps with her “lucky” acorn near her bed. 


CHAPTER 39 


It’s the weekend. While Quang-ha is watching television in the 
living room and Willow is with him, Dell comes knocking on the 
door. He complains that he is missing all his shows because 
Sadhu doesn't have a television. Quang-ha agrees that they can 
watch together. Willow is surprised at how TV brings Dell and 
Quang-ha together, particularly when the TV shows something 
violent or an attractive woman. 


Eventually, Willow leaves the living room for fresh air. She 
thinks about how none of the people out and about around the 
apartment complex know her situation or how she needs to 
find foster parents. She goes out and walks around the building 
complex, deciding that the place could really use a garden. 


CHAPTER 40 


When Willow goes in for her next meeting with Dell, she tries 
to pretend that everything is normal and that she doesn’t see 
him all the time outside of school. Dell says it’s time to get 
Willow attending school again, but she’s reluctant. He asks if 
there’s anything he can do for her, and she requests sunflower 
seeds to plant. 
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Dell’s TV is yet another example of where Dell could have made his 
life significantly better just by putting in a little effort. The happiness 
of Mai and Quang-ha shows that they've adjusted to the change but 
also raises the question of what happens next, given that their 
situation of living with Mai in Dell’s apartment is only temporary. 
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Willow had temporarily given up her gardening interest, partly 
because the death of her parents has filled her with too much grief 
to think about other things. Willow’s returning thoughts about 
gardening now show a return to her old self as well as a growing 
ability to plan for the future (since plants take time to grow), 
pointing to an end beyond her current temporary situation. 


This passage depicts TV in a negative light as something that is 
addictive and full of violent and overly sexualized content. At the 
same time, however, this passage shows how TV helps to form a 
bond between Dell and Quang-ha. Like the characters themselves, it 
would be too simple to categorize TV's influence in the novel as fully 
good or fully bad. 


© 


The violence and noisiness of TV makes it naturally unpleasant to 
Willow, who prefers order and quiet. Once again, however, the 
negative aspects of TV end up having a positive effect as TV finally 
motivates Willow to go out and explore the world outside of the 
apartment building for the first time, where she has an epiphany 
about wanting to start a garden. 


This meeting with Dell shows significant improvement over the 
earlier sessions where Willow was staying quiet. Although Willow is 
not as animated as she was in the meetings before her parents’ 
death, she is nevertheless getting better and better at managing her 
grief. 
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That evening, Dell comes back to the apartment with every 
kind of sunflower seed you can buy. Willow is so grateful she 
cries. She opens a pack of the seeds and prepares them to 
germinate by putting them under a wet paper towel. 


CHAPTER 41 


Mai knows her life in Dell’s apartment won't last forever, so 
she’s determined to enjoy amenities like his hot shower. 


Meanwhile, Jairo goes to a college bookstore to buy some 
introductory biology books. After grabbing them, he worries 
about the high price but doesn’t want to put them back. He 
decides to buy them and perhaps give them away to Willow if 
he doesn't end up taking the biology class. 


The manager comes out to inform Jairo that he is the store's 
millionth customer. His reward is $20,000. Jairo is shocked. He 
has to fill out a lot of forms and gets photographed with a big 
check. He leaves the store with more money than he’d make 
driving his taxi for a year—enough to pay for all his college 
classes. 


CHAPTER 42 


sually on the weekend, Pattie goes to a local farmer's market, 
nd this time, she takes Mai in Dell's car. They pick up potting 
oil that they will eventually bring back for Willow, who is 
tarting on planting her sunflowers. Willow happens to notice 
hat Sadhu is about to throw out three computers (two laptops 
nd a desktop), and she asks if she can use them instead. 
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Dell’s many different packs of sunflower seeds reveal how, even if he 
doesn’t know what he’s doing, he’s eager to help Willow however he 
can. Willow’s renewed enthusiasm for life, which comes in part from 
planning for the garden, seems to encourage Dell, as well. 
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Mai's interest in simple pleasures like a hot shower reveals how 
frugally she and her family have had to live up until this point, 
perhaps because her mother’s status as an immigrant left her with 
fewer economic opportunities. 
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Jairo’s determination to improve himself through education echoes 
the journey of self-improvement that other characters like Dell have 
also been going through. Jairo’s decision to buy the books, in spite of 
the high price, suggests that he is committed to the future and his 
goal of getting a better education. 


Jairo’s sweepstakes victory—while totally random—is also a direct 
result of him being in the right place because he met Willow. And so, 
while the death of Willow's parents is tragic, it also indirectly leads 
to Jairo getting a new start in life. As with the plants that interest 
Willow so much, sometimes death can lead to new life. 
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This passage shows that planting sunflowers is no simple process 
and requires multiple steps like tracking down seeds and then 
getting soil—and the list of complications will only grow once the 
seeds are in the ground. Still, Willow shows determination. Her 
decision to keep Sadhu’s computers is different from Dell's hoarding. 
Unlike the hoarding, which showed no purpose, Willow can see that 
the computers sill have value. She tries to think independently to 
avoid a consumerist mindset that encourages people to throw out 
old things that may still have value. 
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While waiting for the potting soil, Willow takes a look at 
Sadhu’s old computers. She wants to get one to work so she 
can give it as a gift to Dell. While she’s working, she hears that 
Dell’s ringtone is a barking dog. Willow asks Dell if he misses 
Cheddar (his lost cat), but Dell just thinks she’s talking about 
the cheese. Mai and Pattie get back with the soil, and Willow 
starts planting them in pots, to transfer into the ground later. 


CHAPTER 43 


Willow finally learns how to focus her attention again, now that 
her life is returning to a sort of routine. Sometimes, she helps 
Quang-ha by doing his math homework, and she pretends to 
take longer than she needs to so he won't feel bad. 


During their meetings, Dell keeps trying to convince Willow to 
come back to middle school, pointing out that she doesn’t have 
P.E. classes at home. Willow just looks at Dell (who is 
overweight), and Dell says he’s planning to do a lot of running 
soon. 


Despite everyone's skepticism, Dell does run the next 
afternoon. After just 11 minutes, he admits that he’s out of 
shape. That weekend, Willow writes a Mark Twain essay for 
Quang-ha. He deletes part of it and deliberately misspells 
several words. But soon after, he gets transferred to an 
advanced placement class. 


CHAPTER 44 


Pattie needs things for Willow to do, so she shows willow the 
lease to the nail salon, and Willow goes through it to find 
inconsistencies for the next time Pattie meets with her 
landlord. As impressed as Pattie is, she’s also annoyed by 
Willow's constant fixation on diseases. Still, eventually, she 
relents and asks Willow for ideas on how to kill bacteria in the 
salon’s foot spas. 
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Dell’s total lack of thought about his lost cat suggests that, as much 
as he’s become more motivated by being around Willow, he still 
hasn't fully come to accept his past failings. The gradual process of 
gardening, which starts with seeds in potting soil, mirrors the 
process of grief and building a new life, which can also take several 
steps. 


When Willow takes longer on her math homework to make Quang- 
ha feel better, she learns that she can think independently while also 
considering the feelings of others. Although Quang-ha resisted 
Willow at first, spending more time together has helped the two of 
them understand each other better. 
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Earlier, Dell forgot all about how he failed in his responsibilities to 
his lost cat. This passage shows that he still struggles to 
acknowledge his own flaws. Still, this is a crucial moment in Dell’s 
character development: he finally manages to realize some of his 
hypocrisy and promises to practice what he preaches. 


Although Dell is out of shape, his willingness to follow through on 
his plan to exercise represents a major step up from how he was 
living his life before. Meanwhile, Quang-ha learns that while the 
education system bureaucracy placed him in one category (as a 
problem student), it’s also possible to change categories (to an 
advanced student) if a person knows how to work within the 
system. Quang-ha deliberately added errors to his paper because he 
didn’t think people would believe it was his work otherwise, but he is 
shocked to learn that it’s possible for people to see his potential. 


As much as Pattie wants to go above and beyond to help Willow, 
even though she has some old habits that she resists letting go of, 
like how she runs her nail salon. It turns out that even someone who 
is generally competent like Pattie can learn from listening to others, 
which emphasizes how in a functional family everyone contributes 
what they can. 
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Dell starts to eat healthier, including less meatloaf. He also 
starts to trim his beard. For the first time, he feels like he’s part 
of a group. He wonders if maybe he has secret powers like the 
people in comic books he reads about. 


CHAPTER 45 


Willow’s sunflowers start coming up. Dell and Mai are both 
excited. Quang-ha tries not to look excited, even though he 
seems happy that the one seed he planted is growing the best 
so far. Quang-ha does a drawing of a sunflower that is 
surprisingly detailed. 


Willow asks Dell to help train her in running, and Mai asks to 
join in too. Willow and Mai pick up athletic shoes for Willow at 
Salvation Army. Meanwhile, Willow has gone from just doing 
Quang-ha’s work to actually teaching some of it to him, and his 
biology grades have improved. 


Willow goes running with Mai and Dell and is surprised how 
much just a mile hurts. Still, she promises to try again the next 
day. She ends the week sore from jogging, but she feels that the 
exercise has a positive effect by changing her brain chemistry. 


CHAPTER 46 


Willow gets the idea to move some rocks to make room for 
sunflowers, but Dell is worried about doing anything ona 
property that the bank technically owns. At Mai’s suggestion, 
Willow decides to just get permission from the bank to move 
the rocks. 
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Dell’s stronger attention to his own health and appearance reflects 
how he has found a stronger sense of purpose in life. He finds that 
this new pride in himself is so powerful that he compares it to a 
superpower from comic books. This passage connects Dell's 
newfound pride to his increasing feeling of being part of an 
unorthodox family. 
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Quang-ha sometimes tries to pretend like he doesn’t care, yet the 
fact that his sunflower grows taller than anyone else’s reveals that 
deep down, he really does care. His very detailed drawing of the 
sunflower further reveals how much it matters to him, and also 
shows his progress as an artist (since previously, he was just filling in 
coloring books). 
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This passage continues to show how Quang-ha has improved. 
Because his teachers now have a higher opinion of him (initially 
because Willow was doing his schoolwork), Quang-ha rises to the 
occasion to actually become a better student and meet their 
expectations. This shows the benefits of treating students as 
capable rather than stigmatizing them as “problem” students. 


Willow criticized Dell earlier about his health, but after she runs a 
mile in his shoes, she realizes that what Dell has accomplished is 
actually pretty difficult. Willow also has to admit that Dell was right 
about how she needs some sort of physical education in her life. 
Willow learns that while it’s good to think independently, it’s also 
important to be open to advice, even from unlikely sources. 
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As the sunflower project goes on, it becomes increasingly 
complicated. In this passage, Willow demonstrates a growing ability 
to both thinking independently and work within the bureaucracy by 
going to the bank directly. Dell, who has struggled to take initiative 
in his life, never would have even considered this an option. 
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Willow calls up Jairo. When he arrives in his taxi, he’s wearing a 
Bakersfield College T-shirt. Jairo talks to Pattie, and Willow 
notices that unlike with other people, Pattie doesn’t try to give 
Jairo orders. Jairo and Willow drive off toward City Hall, and 
along the way, Jairo mentions winning $20,000 and using the 
money to go to college. 


Willow goes into City Hall and everyone is confused about why 
a 12-year-old is asking for documents about community 
building projects. Finally, Willow ends up talking to a man who 
seems to have lost his left ear in an accident. He gives her some 
documents to review, and Willow gets to work over the next 
couple days on a proposal. 


Willow gives her completed proposal to Dell and tells him to 
drop it off at a local bank. Dell resists, but once Mai starts 
asking too, he finally relents and decides to drop off the 
document on his next lunch break. 


CHAPTER 47 


Willow’s court date is set. Pattie gets a brochure about an 
upcoming Adoption Fair. Pattie figures this event will probably 
be difficult for older children like Willow, since many potential 
parents prefer the younger children. Meanwhile, Willow starts 
to worry that she needs to get her sunflowers out of pots and 
into the ground soon, so that they have space to grow their 
roots. 


CHAPTER 48 


Dell gets permission to plant the garden, and the bank even 
appoints him the building representative. He installs a big sign 
with his new title on the best space in the parking garage. 
Willow gets to work on putting the garden plan in motion. She 
wonders how to get rid of all the rocks until Quang-ha, who's 
been reading Tom Sawyer, suggests that people always like free 
things. She makes a post offering the rocks for free, and soon 
someone responds, ready to come pick them up. 
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While Willow is working on her garden, Jairo’s new college T-shirt 
indicates that he is making progress in his own life—instead of 
celebrating with his $20,000, he has invested it in his future. The 
equality of the relationship between Jairo and Pattie hints at how 
well they get along after just meeting each other. 
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Willow’s young age and appearance causes the people at City Hall 
to not take her seriously. Ironically, the man who's missing part of an 
ear is the one who ends up listening best to Willow. This passage 
seems to imply that, like Willow, this man is also used to people 
judging him based on his appearance, and so this makes him more 
sympathetic to her case. 


A written proposal allows Willow to communicate her ideas in a 
way where she will be judged for the content of her ideas rather 
than for her physical appearance. Once again, Dell's feeling that he 
belongs to a group helps motivate him to act better. 
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The Adoption Fair and the plants make an interesting juxtaposition 
in this chapter. Willow herself is in a sort of temporary planting pot 
with her current living situation, and she'll soon need to find a new 
home where she can put down more permanent roots. But as Pattie 
realizes, this transition could be particularly difficult for Willow, who 
has already grown so much and comes with more “roots” than a 
younger child 
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Dell learns that doing good for the community can have 
benefits—then he proceeds to enjoy these benefits just a little too 
much. His growth as a character is never linear but full of rewards 
and setbacks. Meanwhile, Quang-ha continues to show how he's 
rising to meet other people's expectations of him. Whereas 
previously, Willow wrote him a paper about Mark Twain that got a 
good grade, falsely convincing Quang-ha’s teachers that he 
understood Twain, now Quang-ha has begun to demonstrate a 
genuine understanding of Mark Twain’s book Tom Sawyer. 
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In fact, so many people come to pick up the rocks that Willow 
sends Dell out to mediate. When the rocks are gone, the space 
is intimidatingly large. Willow realizes they're going to need to 
rent heavy machinery to till the ground. She explains the issue 
to Mai. Mai tries to convince Dell to help, but he isn’t 
interested. But ultimately, after a big man in the apartment 
named Otto complains to Dell, Dell agrees to go help with the 
equipment. 


CHAPTER 49 


Dell uses a rototiller on the future garden space, which moves 
the dirt around like a jackhammer. Willow tests the soil acidity 
and finds that it’s perfect. Everything seems set, but that night 
there’s alot of wind and it makes a mess of the whole 
apartment area with the soil. But Mai just puts up a sign that 
things are under construction, and she gets Pattie to drive 
them to return the rototiller and pick up a power sprayer. The 
power sprayer is indeed powerful, and even Quang-ha is 
intrigued enough to want to try it. 


CHAPTER 50 


Everyone takes turns with the power sprayer, even Willow, 
who can just use it at the lowest setting. They all clean until 
after dark. Jairo comes to help wash windows too. Eventually 
Jairo leaves, but the rest of them continue until three in the 
morning. The whole apartment complex looks much cleaner. 
Everyone is too sore to move for several days afterwards. 
Willow imagines what it will look like when her sunflowers 
finally begin to grow. 


CHAPTER 51 


Dell tries to park his car at school in a small space and 
accidentally damages a school van parked next to him. He gets 
out and quickly moves away from his car. As he’s walking, he 
sees the cat Cheddar, who now looks scrawny and mangy. Dell 
feels bad for abandoning Cheddar and decides that he has to 
start taking responsibility in his life, starting with Cheddar. He 
takes Cheddar to the vet for an exam. 


CHAPTER 52 


Sadhu is allergic to cats, so Cheddar goes to live in Dell’s old 
apartment with Willow and the others. Willow doesn’t have 
much money, but she always tries to contribute to Cheddar's 
food fund. 
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Quang-ha’s suggestion of tricking people into taking away the rocks 
recalls a famous episode in Tom Sawyer, the book Quang-ha is 
currently reading, where main character Tom Sawyer tricks some 
boys into painting a fence for him by making it seem interesting. The 
heavy machinery required to till the garden soil shows how the 
process is becoming increasingly complex, but Willow doesn’t get 
discouraged and makes plans to deal with it. 
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Dell is used to not having much power in his life, but with the 
rototiller, he gets to experience what it’s like to be able to move the 
earth around, showing once again how his friendship with Willow 
has empowered him. The bad weather causes a huge mess with the 
dust, but by this point, Willow and the others are such a good team 
that tracking down a power sprayer to clean up the mess becomes 
no problem. 
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The strong cleaning power of the power sprayer, which they take 
turns using, is another symbol of how this project has helped 
everyone feel empowered by working together like a family. The 
sense of purpose that everyone gets from working together allows 
them to keep working even late into the evening. 
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Dell’s minor accident is yet another setback after a moment of 
triumph in the previous chapter. But it also becomes a moment for 
him to show character growth as he doesn’t let himself get 
discouraged by this setback. Instead of getting discouraged, he sees 
Cheddar and feels new motivation to make up for his past mistakes. 


By contributing what little money she can toward Cheddar, Willow 
demonstrates that she has become healthy enough to start thinking 
more about others. 
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At her meetings with Dell, Willow’s two main concerns are 
what to do with the garden after the sunflowers bloom and 
finding a new legal guardian. She starts going around and 
clipping off parts of other plants, saving them in a basket of wet 
towels to replant. When Willow mentions what she’s doing to 
Quang-ha, he suggests that she'd have an easier time if she just 
stole plant materials from people’s green trashcans (which hold 
yard waste). 


CHAPTER 53 


Mai, Dell, and Willow all learn how to scavenge from green 
trashcans. Not everyone separates their trash correctly, but 
they find lots of useful, live material. But when Willow sets out 
all her collected clippings in containers, some roofers mistake 
them for trash and throw them all away. 


Later, Dell leaves a note for Willow saying that he wants to 
leave Cheddar with her, wherever she ends up eventually 
going. Willow goes to speak with Henry, who works at the local 
plant nursery. He sells her some ladybugs and then comes over 
to help with planting some new plants later. By the end, even 
Quang-ha is impressed with how the new garden looks. 


CHAPTER 54 


Dell doesn't check the mail often because it’s usually bad news. 
But one day he goes and sees a letter from Child Services. He 

nows the state will be looking for a permanent guardian for 
Willow soon. For just a moment, he wonders if he would be up 
to the task. Meanwhile, Pattie tries to call Jairo but can’t reach 
him. She sees the letter from Child Services and knows 
immediately what must be happening. 
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Willow’s success with the sunflowers in her garden motivates her to 
start setting even more ambitious goals. Quang-ha has also fully 
stopped pretending not to care as he gives Willow a creative 
suggestion for how to find more plants. Similar to how Willow 
repurposed Sadhu’s computers, she shows the ability to think 
independently by turning other people’s yard waste into something 
useful. 
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Once again, Willow has to deal with a setback during what could've 
been a moment of triumph. This passage illustrates the difficulty of 
changing some people’s ideas about what does and doesn’t 
constitute garbage. It takes someone with an unconventional way of 
thinking, like Willow, to see the true value in some things. 


With the ladybugs, the garden is now full of life even beyond plants. 
As the garden continues to grow in scope, it once again shows how 
Willow is using her talent for creating new plant life as a way of 
coping with the death of her parents. With the involvement of the 
local bank and the involvement of the local nursery, Willow’s project 
is not just about the apartment complex but about the whole 
community. 
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In this passage, Dell has to face the fact that as much as he tries to 
put off learning bad news, he can’t run from it forever. While Willow 
has found an outlet to deal with her grief in the garden, this new 
letter’s message threatens to upset the new balance she’s found. Yet 
again, the bureaucracy shows its indifference toward what might be 
best for Willow. 
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Lenore comes to the nail salon (where Willow spends her days) 
to deliver the news that they’ve found a new permanent 
residence for her. She will be placed in a group foster care 
home. Pattie can’t hear but seems to know what's happening. 
Willow asks Lenore to take her to the library, where Dell can 
pick her up after work. Lenore agrees, but in the car ride over, 
she tells Willow that it’s time to move on. 


In the library, Willow reflects on how small she is and how she 
doesn't know what will happen next. When Dell comes to see 
her, he starts crying so hard that it worries Willow. 


CHAPTER 56 


Pattie closes the nail salon early to go back to Dell’s place. 
When she gets back, Mai and Quang-ha seem to already know 
about Willow leaving soon. Quang-ha gets angry at Pattie for 
not doing more. 


That night, Dell struggles to stay asleep. At 2:47, he eventually 
gets up to go see the courtyard. He waters Willow’s garden and 
marvels at how the buds on one of the vines is beginning to 
open. 


CHAPTER 57 


Willow is still sleeping at Dell’s with the Nguyens. It’s the 
middle of the night, and she also has trouble staying asleep. The 
next day when she wakes up, she’s disoriented and realizes it’s 
the last day she'll ever live next to her garden. She gets ready 
and eats breakfast in a daze. At last Lenore comes, and Willow 
has to say goodbye to everyone. She gets sad when she sees 
Cheddar in the window. Willow worries about how Quang-ha, 
Pattie, and Dell will all get along without her. 
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Lenore continues to do her job in a detached way without 
considering how Willow might feel about the prospect of living in a 
group home, particularly after Willow got injured and had to be 
hospitalized at the last foster facility she was at. Lenore sees herself 
as guiding Willow through a difficult transition, but her inability to 
see Willow as an individual inhibits her judgment. 


Willow and Dell both have to confront the fact that their current 
living situation, which helped them both grow, was always 
temporary. As much as Willow has begun to see her new friends as 
family, she can’t avoid the fact that she needs a permanent family in 
her life, not just a temporary situation. 
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Quang-ha has gone from feeling reluctant about having Willow in 
the family to being her most vocal defender. The prospect of 
Willow's absence reveals how everyone has come to regard her not 
just as a friend but as part of the family. 
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Without realizing it, Dell goes out to look at the garden at a time 
that ends ina 7, Willow’s lucky number. His commitment to 
watering her garden demonstrates that he is not giving up on 
Willow, even with her court case coming up soon. 
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Willow's garden represents all of her care and ingenuity—and her 
court case threatens to take all of this away from her. Like Willow’s 
school, the courts don’t treat people as individuals, and this means 
that people who think independently like Willow are especially at 
risk of getting lost in the system. Willow's worries about the other 
people in her life show how she is selfless, but they also suggest that 
perhaps she is avoiding her own fears by focusing on others. 
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CHAPTER 58 


Willow ends up in a room with five other girls at the big foster 
care facility again. When she has some time alone, she 
immediately hacks into Lenore’s email. She doesn't like Lenore 
but feels bad about how many emails Lenore has. Willow also 
transferred all of Dell’s files to her computer earlier when she 
put together his laptop, but she’s never looked at them before. 
Now she opens a folder and sees the system Dell uses to 
classify people. She sees that Quang-ha is a “lone wolf” Lenore 


is a “dictator, Willow is a “genius,” and Dell himself is a “mutant.” 


Willow closes the computer and goes to lunch with the other 
girls. Then Lenore comes and leads Willow to a grief counselor, 
Mrs. Bode-Ernst. The counselor says she knows thing are hard, 
but Willow will be back to normal soon. At last Lenore takes 
Willow in her car to the courtroom, where Willow stops to look 
at herself in the bathroom mirror before entering court. 


CHAPTER 59 


Dell puts on a suit and tells his boss that he has to show up in 
court for a student. He's been losing weight recently. Down the 
hall from him in the other apartment building, Pattie also gets 
ready for court. Over in her history class, Mai is mad that she 
can’t go to court too, so she eventually she gets the idea to lie 
about a family emergency to get out of school for the day. 


CHAPTER 60 


Willow feels anxious as she waits in the hall for her court 
appointment to start. An unfamiliar woman comes and tells 
Willow it’s time to go—apparently Lenore can’t come because 
she’s dealing with something unexpected. 
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Although Lenore hasn't been a particularly sympathetic character 
up until this point, Willow learns that in fact, Lenore herself is in 
some ways also a victim of a larger bureaucracy that expects her to 
do more than is humanly possible. Meanwhile, Dell’s classification 
system contains some truth to it, but it also represents his old way 
of thinking from the beginning of the book. Seeing Dell’s old way of 
thinking reinforces how the time he has spent with Willow has 
changed him. Now, he sees her as more than just a genius. 
Moreover, some of his initial judgements, like the idea that Quang- 
ha is a lone wolf, are clearly wrong, since with the right 
encouragement, Quang-ha becomes a valuable member of Willow’s 
garden project. 


This passage continues to emphasize the impersonal nature of the 
care Willow receives from the foster system, including a counselor 
who makes some broad, unhelpful statements to try to comfort 
Willow. At the beginning of the book, Willow didn’t care much about 
how people perceived her (such as whether or not they liked her 
clothes). Now, however, she looks in the mirror and seems to be 
trying to see what other people see. 


When Dell puts on formal clothes, he demonstrates his firm 
commitment to both improving himself and helping Willow. His 
lower weight suggests that he has been sticking with exercise, in 
spite of the difficulties. Although Willow feels alone and isolated at 
the foster care facility, this chapter emphasizes how many of the 
people in Willow’s life are planning to show up to support her. The 
fact that so many people care about Willow shows what a positive 
force she’s been to them. 
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At first, this delay with Lenore seems to be yet another example of 
how Lenore is too overworked even to give Willow a minimum 
degree of attention—but in fact, this passage sets up a twist in the 
next part of the chapter. 
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When Willow comes before the judge, she has tears in her 
eyes. But then the judge tells her that a formal motion for her 
custody has been filed by Jairo and Pattie—they were the 
unexpected thing that Lenore was dealing with. Willow is 
overwhelmed. She realizes that Mai is there too, and Mai tells 
her that everything will be OK in Vietnamese. 


Pattie and Jairo aren't getting married, but Willow thinks they 
might be in some kind of relationship. They even went together 
to a poetry reading at Jairo’s college. It also turns out that 
Pattie has been saving lot of money for years, as her financial 
records in court show. Lenore signs the paperwork in court. 

Dell pretends to do a split to celebrate and accidentally rips his 
pants. After leaving the courthouse, they all go to Dell’s favorite 
talian restaurant. 


CHAPTER 61 


Pattie reveals on the taxi ride back that she wants to buy the 
whole apartment building and has already spoken to the bank. 
Everyone is excited by this. Willow realizes that it’s the 7th of 
the month, her special number. She counts lots of things by 7s, 
including the seven people who have changed her life: her 
mom, her dad, Mai, Dell, Quang-ha, Pattie, and Jairo. 


Willow changes her sitting position in the taxi and notices her 
lucky acorn is still in her pocket. She finds a space off to the 
side where it will have room to grow and plants it. She feels that 
two birds nearby are telling her that life goes on. 
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Although Jairo and Pattie haven't interacted much over the course 
of the story, it’s clear that they have many values in common, 
including both affection and admiration for Willow. When Mai tells 
Willow that everything will be OK in Vietnamese, it shows how 
Willow’s commitment to getting to know Mai—even learning a new 
language for her—have all paid off in ways she could have never 
imagined. 
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Many of the characters in this novel have hidden talents, and 
Pattie’s stash of savings is yet another example of this. This 
revelation sheds new light on her whole character, showing how as 
much as Pattie claimed to be thinking in temporary terms, she was 
always saving money for the future. In this happy ending, even 
Lenore gets a small moment of redemption by signing the 
paperwork that allows Willow to go off with her new family. 
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Although Willow doubted her lucky number seven at one point in 


the story, she now realizes that she has been lucky after all, in spite 
of the tragedy she has faced. As Willow's reflections show, however, 
her current happiness is less about luck and more about how an 
unusual group of people all came together to form a new family. 
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Having solved her biggest problem—finding a family—Willow no 
longer needs her acorn to give her good luck. When she plants the 
acorn in the ground, it symbolizes how she is trying to create 
something for the future and how the acorn may one day grow into 
a tall tree, just as Willow is now on track to become an adult. 
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